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PREFACE TO THE SIXTH EDITION 


Somewhere about the year 1930, John Farrar, the American 
publisher, was inspired to suggest that I should write a bdok of 
anecdotes of contemporary British authors. It was to be personal 
and “intimate”; and he thought it would be popular in the United 
States, uj^ere I had a considerable following. • * 

. The reason for this suggestion was that from 1912, when I wrote 
a book about George Gissing, I had had considerable acquaintance 
with living writers. I knew several of my seniors extremely well, 
and met familiarly almost all of my own age. Also, as John Farrar 
knew, I was an easy talker, and I could tell about these men stories 
which to my hearers seemed extremely fantastic although they were 
strictly true. John Farrar believed that if I wrote as I talked I should 
amuse everybody very much. 

However, my notion of the permissible, sometimes considered 
lax, prevented me from talking at large for strangers. I refused the 
proposed commission. I offered instead to do my best in what I saw 
as a conversational but critical study of contemporary literature. Mr. 
Farrar agreed to this counter-proposal; and for the next five years, 
in the course of other work, some of which was a help in th^ task, 
I polished up my familiarity with what had been writteq^ recent 
times.- Tie GeOrffan Uterary Scene was the result. * • 

I mention the origin of the book to explain why it reads as if it 
were being talked. That was the design. What I wanted to produce 
was -a study expressing my own views on current literature which 
could be enjoyed by those without professional interest in the sub¬ 
ject. Rightly or wrongly I believed, and believe, that taste cannot be 
taught by professors, and that what is taught by them is too often 
snobbery. 

The Georgian Uterary Scene accordingly did not please academic 
critics. Some of them proved the truth of what I had said about 
ill-manners by abusing it; the more dignified, doing their best not 
j;!>£o«nce, looked the other way. But readers of a more innocent 
or practical turn^received the book enthusiastically. It has had con¬ 
siderable popularity; and even the large sale of a version of it in 
Everyman’s Library has not prevented a number of people from 
asking for a new library edition. Here is this new edition, reset and 
subjected to minor revisions, but not carried beyond the term of 
King George Fifth’s reign. I have left all I said largely as it 
was, in paA because my interest in current literature has declined, 
but also because really to have brought the book up to date would 
^^V^sdteen a task beyond rof prtsens strengdu. 

* * * 7 . * - • 
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PREFACE TO THE SIXTH EDITION 

I'want to write other things before I die, not endlessly to potter 
with something old. And 'The Georgian Uterary Scene may even benefit 
in archaeological interest from being, in a sense, “period.” I have 
therefore left the verdicts as they were, deleted feperidons, and 
suppressed some explanatory references to myself which appeared 
in the earlier library editions. These references were merely candid, 
because I wanted not to pretend to be better informed than I was. 
^Tiey were sometimes misinterpreted by those who mistook candour 
for defensiveness. N 

For the rest, I add here the last two sentences from my original 
preface. “It is my opinion that^riters detach themselves from their 
competitors less by their ideas ot their technical performances than 
by a quality for which I find no better name than original talent. This 
assumptiorfwill explain why, although I refer to aesthetic theories, 
I make no attempt to judge all these contemporaries by a single 
aesthetic theory.” If possible this attitude is still less fashionable 
in 1949 than it was in 1935, when the book was first published. But 
I do not repent. Hazlitt said that fashion was gentility running away 
from vulgarity, which was a sign that the two things had much in 
common. (There is neither fashion nor gentility,\I hope, in The 
Georffan Literaty Scene. There is instead a truthfmness not always 
to be fouVid in our highly pretentious age. 

I an\_greatly indebted to my friend Jo Davidson for a piece of 
chkracteristit?generosity. He has allowed my publiriiers to.repro¬ 
duce in this new edition photographs of eight busts modelled by 
him from life. Those who knew the men they represent will agree 
thaf these busts have extraordinary veracity as portraits; |all will 
see that •although Mr. Davidson’s interpretations are his very 
distingiushed own, so that he cannot be charged with endorsement 
of anything I have said in the text, the resulting decoration to my 
book is unique. I thank him most gratefully. 


F. S. 



Chapter One 

INTRODUCTORY 


A t tfie risk of beginning this book with a repulsive truism, I 
must remark that authors are born very untidily.^hey do not 
live, as they should do, from century to century, or from reign 
to reign, but rise as and when they will, and do their work un- 
winkingly regardless of the historianpEven Shakespeare himself— 
although Chaucer, who died neatly in the last weeks of the fourteenth 
century, might have shown him a better way—lived in two centuries 
and in two reigns. 

But^storians have their own methods of dealing with such 
rebels^They long ago decided that Shakespeare was an Elmbethan, 
and so he remains to this day, ^t is a convenient and justifiable 
assumption^ Equally justifiable, it seems to me, for brief reference, 
is the description of Congreve, Farquhar, Vanbrugh, and Wycherley 
as “Restoration” dramatists; and equally convenient .the term 
“Augustan” as applied to the characteristic literature of the rejgn of 
Queen Anne, “^mmonwealth” and “Regency” are^also* pleasant 
and suggestive economies for the historian of manners. But t^o sub¬ 
sequent major labels, both misleading in themselves, give an 
arbitrany order to the births, deaths, and works of innumerable 
celebrated authors as diverse as the ills of mankind. 

The first of these labels is that of the original “Georgisfti” period 
with which this book has no concern, England was ruled, from 1714 
to i8}o, by four successive kings named George. Anything built 
or written at some time in the eighteenth century was “Georgian”. 
Johnson, Horace Walpole, Sterne, Cowper, Fanny Burney, Burke, 
Gibbon, and Collins were all “Georgian.” You could also call 
Lamb, Keats, and Hazlitt Georgians if you wished. As for Queen 
J/jffojia, whose name forms the second of these labels, she livfd 
(she was born ig 1819) and reigned (from 1837 to 1901) so long 
that whole generations of writers came and went while she in¬ 
destructibly occupied the throne of her country. 

• No wonder historians, triumphant at their success with Shake¬ 
speare, and misled by the overwhelming en]J>race of the Georges 
and Victoria, assumed thenceforward that centuries and reigns and 
literary typ«s nmched together. In face of Queen Victoria’s long 
reign, we all know what a jovial person means when he indicates by 
word Imugness, stuffiness, ^woolwo/k, industrialism, moral 
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straitlacing, or whatever it is he most dislikes. But the historian 
' and the jovial person are alike making a grand mistake. Just as 
smugness was to be found elsewhere fhan in England during the 
' hirieteenth century, and just as it lived on in that vtry sc6rn of the 
Victorians upon which scorners set such value, so literary types fall 
with extraordii^y diversity far outside the widest limits of the 
descriptive term. Andi^dividual writers, already smiling at the 
critic who arrives witli^ Aris totelian formula, become positively 
ribald ITtbe critic begins to classffy ty eraA 

The reason of their mirth becomes dfor as soon as we try to 
apply the Edwardian name with precision .1 King Edward VH had 
so short a reign—only from 1901 to 1910—that there was barely 
time in it for Bernard Shaw, H. G. Wells, Joseph Conrad, Arnold 
Bennett, and a few more Victorian-born writers to shoot into 
decided prominence; and their real fame has been post-Edwardiai^ 
Shaw’s best-known work, for example, was written in Victorian 
days; his triumph at the Court Theatre (the audience there, he once 
retorted to a questioner, was not an audience but a congregation) 
was Edwardian; but his deification, after much fruitless abuse in 
1914-18, has been entirely a matter for latter-day seekers after a new 
Grand Old Man. 

Again, Wells conversed selectly with his uncle as long ago as 
189 5 »* and besides writing his greatest short stories and scientific 
romances, before Queen Victoria’s death he had reached “Antici- 
patioril” in 1901. Nevertheless, “Tono-Bungay,” his masterpiece, 
was published in the very last year of King Edward’s lifetime, and 
the height as well as the decline of his reputation as a novelist was 
purely Georgian. Bennett’s “Clayhanger” was published aftef the ac¬ 
cession of King George. And although his best work was done earlier, 
Conrad’s sucess with “Chance” came as late as the Spring of 1914. 

The word “Edwardian,” accordingly, has no such general and 
acceptable meaning for any of us as me word “Victorian.”" When 
used—^by those who were themselves, amusingly enough, Victorian 
by birth and Edwardian by first literary effort—as a term of dis¬ 
crimination and disparagement, it failed. But the object of its use 
■\^as clear. The object was to suggest that Shaw, Wells, Co nra4^ 
and Bennett were out of date. It would have beei^ very convifnient 
for those fashionable since 1920 to appropriate the Georgian name 
to themselves. It would have justified that exclusiveness to which 
they attached much importance. But all the same there was somethlhg 
juvenile in the plan, ^ if not very pleasant and nurse-bred children 
showed a familiar kind of ill-breeding. We saw the new little band 
of brothers and sisters crowding the windows and doorway of a 
first-class English railway carriage, and pretending that the carriage 
was reserved for them.,“Full up, fujl u^l” they crieS, to ShjUB(.«fl8 
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the "othet eldetly and less elderly trippers. “Plenty of room for jow 
in the old third-class, Edwardian, coach.” Not very agreeable 
children; a good deal worried (like minor royalties) about pre¬ 
cedence and congenital superiority. 
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N OW King George V ascended the throne in 1910. And it was in 
or about that year, you will remember, that (on the authority of 
a much-admired woman novelist) human nature underwent a re¬ 
markable change. Human nature, at bottom, had been recognmbly 
similar under Victoria and Edward. Philosophers had gone so far 
as to suppose it unchangeable. One of them, indeed, wittier than the 
rest, had said that the more it changed the more it remained the 
same. But no sooner did King George come to the throne than 
(if we were to believe our novelist) human nature disobeyed every 
known law. It must have done this, I suspect, in order to give some 
friendly assistance—almost a nudge—a sort of preferentid nudge— 
to the literary historian. For in or about 1910 we entered the period 
of time which is now universally described as, not “modern,” but 
“modn.” , 

I do not believe that human nature changed in 1910, unless it 
can be said to change every twenty or thirtv years. Perhaps it does 
that? Or is if only fashion that changes? j^odernity, at teast* is 
almc^t as old as history Sand there have alv^s been two opinions 
of it^pr example, andro take superficial details only, I find that in 
the ^g^ties of last century, much as the discovery may astonish 
those who regard youth as an exclusively modn phenomeAon, there 
was something widely known as “the revolt of youth.” How 
“modn” that sounds I How almost incrediWeJ Yet young women of 
the eighties shocked their parents By allXorts of un couth doings, 
from fencing and boxing to travelling on the tops^T'omnibuses. 
In Mayfair at the same time the most fashionable accomplishment 
of all was the ability to play the banjo. StiU in Queen Victoria’s 
day, men and women of birth were “almost ostentatiously^’ going 
Tiiito frade, and noble ladies were opening minffiery "sKbps in tfie 
West End just a? if they belonged to the new poor. Shortly before 
end of Queen Victoria’s reign, young women were using 
cos metics for fa cial decoration; cigarette-smoldng was notably on 
the increase; smaH" 3 inner parties were no longer given at home, but 
in hotels and restaurants; and the week-end mbit was in full swing. 
All this^ev^inty* years ago, as a part of the normal development of 
"fashionJHas there been, in manners, so abrupt a change since then 
cSmikatt nroof of a change in human nature?) 
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It is true that the Georgian period had its own peculiarities. 
At the opening of it the generd tempo of life everywhere was 
visibly quickening. The telegraph, tlie telephone, the automobile 
had all helped to break up old ways. Wireless telegraphy had been 
effectively used at sea; the moving picture was in being; the phono¬ 
graph had given way to the gramophone; the whole world had with 
marvel begun to'look up into the skies at machines that flew. These 
things were siijiple indications tha^the imagination of the huiiian 
race had been captured for a timeSby the fruits of that •scientific 
genius which had been increasingly active since the middle of the 
nineteenth century^They foreshadowed most of the preoccupations 
of later years. Th^y seem in retrospect very threatening as well as 
very wonderful. But they were the result of earlier research, earlier 
experiment, earlier learning, and earlier irresistible movement to¬ 
wards the kind of world amid which we now live. 

Nor was this all; for the successive Education Acts of 1870, 
1891, and 1897 had produced in England a state of almost universal 
literacy which was then considered a step towards the democratic 
millennium. Halfpenny newspapers had made the reading of news 
an J views a matter for every breakfast table in the land, a daily feast 
of excitement, hotter and hotter as competition forced editors and 
contributprs towards ever greater licence. And there was news in 
these papers, even then, provocative enough to make men thump 
tables anid lose tempers, and to make women argue and lecture and 
go*to prison.*^Ithough education had not greatly ifhproved their 
intelligence, it nad without doubt increased group consciousness in 
the§e men and womenj^nd popular newspapers were very power¬ 
ful, not so much in inftiating ideas or movements, as in spfeading 
infection far and wide, and in agitating half-developed minds into a 
state of foaming anger. 

In the political world, after a good many years of Tory rule 
(rule, that is, by those with possessions and privileges* who none 
the less had their disinterestedness also), and after a humiliating war 
in which general after general had lost his military reputation, the 
Liberal party in 1906 had been returned by a tremendous majority 
of voters. The Liberals, or democratic reformers, were no lo nger^ 
politically the most advanced body in the House of Commons ^there 
were a few Labour members), but they were i body which in 
Victorian days would have seemed revolutionary; and they used 
their power to propose greater taxation of the rich, health insurance 
for the poor, and other progressive legislation tending to equalize 
distribution of wealtfi in the British Isles. The measures thus in¬ 
troduced, were rejected by the House of Lords, wlUch represented 
in its own eyes national stability and in the eyes of eager partisans 
of the other side the well-nigh indestructible bulwarit of ptiyhfge* 
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and the wildest feelings were roused throughout the .country. In 
1910, accordingly, another election was fought entirely upon the 
question of whether the House of Lords should or should not in 
future be able to check the designs of the people’s elected repre- 
sentatiyes. This election also was won—not without loss—^by the 
Liberals; but the Liberals—in turn—those defenders of the Rights 
of Man—were terribly assailed by advocates of Women’s Suffrage 
who onc^ and for all destroyed the legend that'^omen were a 
mystical cross between angels and slaves. Tempers at this hour, the 
beginning of King George’s reign, were unusually hot. 

But these things again were only signs of the times; they were 
the open results of a general tendency which had been long maturing. 
What may for conciseness’ sake be called the democratic idea had 
taken possession of men’s mindsj(The idea was not merely political; 
it was socialL)l^e long moral acquiescence of a nation which took 
its good mC^nSrs from a wictS^Xred'queen and her circumscribed 
court had been ending in the last twenty year^f Queen Victoria’s 
lifetime; and at her death everybody realizedthat it had gone for 
good. It had been ending because the old dominance of the landed 
gentry in England had passed, because wealth had grown and 
spread to the middle classes, because the franchise had been ex¬ 
tended so as to bring into the electorate all sorts of peopl<f who had 
earlier been excluded, because of the rise of compulsory literacy, 
and because of the fall of class barriers.^espect for riie^JJpper 
Classes had been undermined; the self-complacence of the bour¬ 
geoisie had taken its place; in turn the self-complacence of the 
bourgeoisie was being attacked; and finally the dominance of man 
was being assailed by that new feminist arm —physical fqrce.^ 

An literature, since literature, when it is not actively leadklg that 
tholrght, reflects so much of the common thought of the time, the 
consequences of this unrest were profound.^he Victorian tradition 
in letters was represented only by a few'^ surviving old men and 
women. There were not many of them. George Meredith and 
Algernon Charles Swinburne had both died in the year before 
King George’s accession. Alfred Austin, who had been chosen Poet 
-Laureate in the ^‘naughty nineties,” according to the gossip of that 
time as *^the least of evils,” was one of Time’s laughing-stocks.^ 
Robert Bridges was still unknown to the majority. Thomas Hardy 

1 “Indeed, Austin’s appointment is a ridiculous one, for, with the exception of three 
sonnets, Austin has never written anything in the smallest degree good. ... He has 
floated in at last to the Laureateship on the strength of a ptSse volume about his garden 
in Kent There really^ was no choice, however, for the post. William Morris refused, the 
Queen objected to Swinburne, old Patmore was a Catholic, the rest were,*if possible, 
worse than Austin. He is better, anyhow, than Lewis Morris, the Liberal candidate, or 
than Watson, Dobron, Davidson, and the rest of the sons of their own penny trumpets,” 
—W.'^y^lunt, “My Diaries,” p. a^i, > » ^ 
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had just succeeded to the post of literature’s Grand Old Man re¬ 
cently vacated by Meredith; and although he was still to achieve 
immense fame as a poet, so that his reputation may be sdd not to 
have reached its climax until about 1920, his work as novelist had 
been'long done. 

Professor Saintsbury and Edmund Gosse represented the elders 
in multifarious literary criticism, the one with gathering veneration, 
the othfef 'ls^alftiSy social figure, while A. C. Bradley represe|;ited them 
in criticism on the loftier levels. Theodore Watts-Dunton surviv/sd, 
largely as one who had seen Swinburne plain (it was thought, none 
the less, that his oversight had been detrimental to Swinburne’s 
poetic talent) and as one who had contributed many columns of 
material to The Athenaum in days when space was of no moment. 
His biography had been written in good time by James Douglas. 
Buried in the tomb which he had erected over the remains of Glad¬ 
stone, the origind Grand Old Man of English reverence, John 
Morley watched with gloom the decay of authority. Hardy was the 
only surviving ‘‘giant”; and^lthough the legend of giantism per¬ 
sisted it did so with difficultyJ^he convention by which belittlement 
of great men was discouraged on the ground that we were “too 
near” to judge them wisely (“Stand away I Stand away!” cried the 
guards of fame) was yielding to a newer convention bj^hich great 
men eould at least be focused as soon as they were deadjCiants were 
smallej:;* andia small giant is an anomaly. It is also au'^^chipiiism, 
for although year by year some literary or political or economic 
figure is raised a little above the crowd by a few admirers, admirers 
quickly tire of supporting an idol, and when dropped the iflol of a 
year or tjvo looks positively dwarfish J * 


iii ‘ ^ 

T he true Edwardians, it seems to me, who represent the tumultu¬ 
ous charge of Liberalism passing over the country between 1906 
and 1910, were G. K. Chesterton a^id Hilaire Belloc, with the 
Victorian William Watson as a sedate and unheeded singer* ofc 
Liberal songs far from the battlefield. Chestertoni»and Belloc, both 
men of genius, were carried to renown by this glorious charge. 
With their colleague Charles Masterman, they spoke and wrote 
everywhere, cutting and slashing and waving large banners of purple 
and gold. But when the charge had spent itself, Belloc and Chester¬ 
ton were somehow cut off from their fellows. They# both worked in- 
defetigably during the Georgian age. But they were not*of it. Some¬ 
thing happened to their bugles. Instead of soundit^g triumphantly 
a further charge, these#instruments*uttqfed nothing but the^»treat. 
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unquestionably the most valuable literary journal in the country. 
The earliest contributors to The Bng/ish Review included some who 
will not come into our review of Georgian letters. But among the 
elders should be mentioned Thomas Hardy, Henry James, W. H. 
Hudson, R. B. Cunninghame Graham, Maurice Hewlett, Vernon 
Lee, and Lowes Dickinson. Bernard Shaw, as far as I know, was 
never a contributor. 

In a generation rather younger, contributors intluded Joseph 
CoArad, John Galsworthy, Arnold Bennett, H. G. Wells, Norman 
Douglas, C. E. Montague, Violet Hunt, John Masefield, and H. M. 
Tomlinson. Conrad was not yet a success, in spite of the fact that 
his first book, ‘‘Almaj^er’s Folly,” liad appeared in 1895 and 
“Nostromo” in 1904. Galsworthy was already the author of “A 
Man of Property,” “The Silver Box,” and “The Country House.” 
Bennett’s “The Old Wives’ Tale” had been the talk of 1908. Wells’s 
“Tono-Bungay” began to run as a serial story in the first number of 
The English Review. Norman Douglas and H. M. Tomlinson were 
quite unknown, unless some curious person had chanced upon 
Douglas’s pamphlet, “The Herpetology of the Duchy of Baden,” 
and unless readers of The Morning Eeader had noted Tomlinson’s 
articles in that newspaper. Parts of “The Sea and the Jungle” were 
published in The English Review. Montague was the chi«f leader- 
writer on The Manchester Guardian as well as the dramatic critic who 
wrot^ about Manchester theatrical productions; but outside Man¬ 
chester he had no literary reputation until he published “A* Hind 
Let Loose” in 1910. 

To ’these names were gradually added those of writers still 
younger, the first of the distinctively “Georgian” names. I instance 
Harley Granville Barker, who at the age of thirty was considered the 
hope of the English theatre, Walter de la Mare, W. W. Gibson, 
Gilbert C^nhan, Edward Thomas, and D. H. Lawrence. The 
youngest contributor to the earliest numbers of The English Review 
who survives to astonish the publishing seasons was Percy 
Wyndham Lewis. 

There are omissions, of course, both from my list and from the 
•complete list of contributors to this excellent journal. No editor 
can be more tha» catholic. And any list of authors much admired at 
the beginning of the Georgian era would be partial which did not 
include the names of Hilaire Belloc, Maurice Baring, E. V. Lucas, 
and G. K. Chesterton. Rudyard Kipling was in the doldrums, partly 
because his politics were unpopular in thci^ecade following the 
Boer War, and»partly because his later work was inferior to the 
work by \IWiich he became famous. Arthur Symons was at the 
JjLeight of his reputation as poet and critic. Robert Hichens was a 
writc^wf importance. Sir ^rtbur Pinero w^is in those days always 
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called—rathet defiantly, it seemed, and by those who were uneasy at 
the rising Shaw—“England’s greatest dramatist.” J. M. Barrie was 
the leading figure in the theatre. Hall Caine and Mrs. Humphry 
Ward had become occasions for ribald comment. William de Morgan 
had ceased to surprise as an example of reanimated Victorianism, 
although he stijl published novels of notable volume. Sir Arthur 
Quiller-Couch, who became King Edward Professor of English 
Literature at &snbridge in 1912, stood out from the wrqpk of the 
picturesque novel. Robert Bridges (Poet Laureate in 1913), Lord 
Alfred Douglas, William Watson, Laurence Binyon, Stephen 
Phillips, Alfred Noyes, and John Davidson were all well known as 
poets, however much opinions might differ as to their gifts. Somerset 
Maugham and Rudolf Besier were rising popular dramatists. Eden 
Phillpotts, “Elizabeth,” W. B. Maxwell, May Sinclair, Charles 
Marriott, and John Buchan had all distinctive reputations in the 
no^l. 

I^s will be seen at once from the enumeration, not all these 
wntei gj^o ld their high place of that hour in the literary opinion of 
to-daj^frashion is always changing, and names go up and down 
very cracHy, even in the minds of those whose taste is catholic rathet 
than cxclusive^If I were writing a purely critical study, I might 
omit some of mese names altogether. To do so would be to give a 
wrong impression of the period which I am trying to sketch. In this 
introductory .section I want to show, however superficially, which 
wnter^ were “established” in the year of the King’s accession, which 
writers had still to make their reputations, and which writers were 
as yet engaged in preliminary scrawlings at school and in the 
nursery. The writers not named above were for the most part 
preparing; for the great assault. They had not been heard of outside 
their own homes or their own small societies for mutual aid. 


iv 

B ut surely, it will be suggested, there were in 1910 at least dim 
^ notions of some critical standards by which any writer wkatso-.. 
ever could be judged? There were. I have no doubt at all that there 
Were severities of judgment in the rising generation which could 
equal those of the present day. I remember in particular that Gilbert 
Cannan was demolishing all the older writers as they are still being 
demolished; but somq^of these older writers are like the man in the 
song, of whom it is said that “he’s dead, but he won’t lie down,” and 
they survived, dead but not forgotten, in some extraordinary 
manner more alive than those who assailed them, mqre provoking, 
more antediluvian, and ^t the sajne time paore essential than Mrer as 
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Aunt Sallys to critics armed with ever new weapons of destruction. 

For it must be admitted that the critics of to-day are provided 
with a more elaborate critical apparatus than any enjoyed by their 
predecessors. Iii 1910 there were cheap and easy translations of 
Aristotle’s ^Toetics,” Longinus *‘On the Sublime,” l^ssing’s 
‘‘Laocoon,” and Coleridge’s ‘‘Biographia Literaria^” Butraodern 
aesthetic criticism, with its new and baffling terminologies, was 
young^B^nedetto Croce was on the horizon but*no more; Pro- 
fessof^rving Babbitt did not publish his “New Laocoon” in 
England until 1911. A. C. Bradley was considered the last word in 
the criticism of poetry and of Shakespeare’s* plays; Professor 
Dowden was the last long word on Shelley; Georg Brandes the last 
word on everything. Psychoanalysis was unheard of by the majority 
of English writers, and accordingly the application of post-Freudian 
methods and terms to the study of the minds of writers was un¬ 
considered. We had to make do, the youngest of us, as well as we 
could, and in spite of some very haughty Aristotelians, with the 
light of Nature. 

Meanwhile all these^riters were at work producing in excellent 
faith books which were ffelt to be more or less good, or more or less 
interestin^Wot equally good, not equally interesting, but all 
possessed^oF some quality which justified their contdnporary 
existencejfoccasionally it was a social quality in the authors, more 
often.it was au air of originality or profundity or just*plain gnjoy- 
ableness in the worlySome writers were fashionable, some were 
unfashionable; some had the suffrages of ordinary people (but most 
people ^ere at that time ordinary), one or two greatly impressed 
those who pride themselves upon an exclusive taste^ Is not 
that the history of books and their appraisement in all ages? There 
were “the few” and “the many” then, as now; and only the ex¬ 
tremely detflLo'cratic tone of the leading writers of 1910, who were 
democratic in manners and sympathies as well as in scholastic 
theory, kept literary snobbery at bay. The fight was then against 
professors who felt that “literature” had mysteriously ceased in 
1850; it was waged by those who desired greater liberty for every¬ 
body. • • 

Q^erhaps, most^of all, they desired liberty for themselves, but 
what they wanted was freedom from library censorship and freedom 
from dramatic censorship. More than anything else, they wanted a 
distinction made between the possible unpleasantness of work that 
shocked because it was too literal and the approved pruriency of 
work that was shocking by innucnd<^And mey wanted the novel 
and the play* to be taken seriously. They were not, they said, telling 
t^es to keep old men from the chimney-corner, but were all for the 
making^f a better wprld hf means of free «riticism and prophetic 
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vision. Finally, they insisted that art meant something more .than 
ptetty pictures and photography. Because they were entertaining, 
even when most serious, they captured the public. First of all, they 
captured the young, and then they captured the old. The stolid 
they never captured, because the stolid are always found in the last 
dit<^, reading old numbers of Punch and playing follow my leader. 

The young stood for seriousness. They stood also for icpno- 
clasm. But thfe young have an endless capacity for reverence and a 
bottomless self-doubting, the first being the outcome of the second. 
And high above all fights, marked by everything that makes an 
author respectable in English life, sat one man. His years were 
many; his work was considered too rare for ordinary readers; his 
disinterested devotion to art had been lifelong. To read his books 
appreciatively was to prove oneself both intelligent and of fine taste; 
and to share his ®sthetic ideals was to feel that one moved upon the 
same plane as a master-craftsman who was also a master-critic of the 
art he practised. Although crabbed professors who “taught” litera¬ 
ture might fidget at an approach to their subject wholly different 
from their own, even they at last were forced to acknowledge that if- 
literature was in truth an art the secrets of it were best revealed by an 
artist obviously too good for the multitude. For these reasons, and 
for the Reason that he had a very distinguished irony and great 
dignity, the writer I have described rose slowly to extraordinary 
eminence. He could not be the Grand Old Man (the post was held 
by Tkomas Hardy); but he could be, and was, appointed Grand 
Literary Panjandrum of the Time. His position was lofty; it had been 
unsought; and it was deprecatingly relished by its holdef. In the 
early years of King George V no critical voice had as subtle a power 
as that of Henry James. 
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HENRY JAMES 

i 

“ ‘He makes it, somehow, such a grand, possible afiair.* 

‘Ah, well, if he makes it possible T 
‘I mean especially he makes it grand.* *’ 

The Wings of the Dove, 

/t tenry James was not born a Panjandrum. He became one as 
the result of longevity, taste, and sustained technical virtu- 
■^osity, but especially of longevity. He hardly knew himself to 
be a Panjandrum, for he was very modest, rather a snob, and quite 
unreadable by many of his fellow-creatures^ He was born at Albany, 
New York, on April 15 th, 1843. His grandfather, an Irishman 
whose great commercial success in that city is still commemorated . 
in the name of a street, left considerable estate to be dividefl among" 
numerous heirs; his father—^Henry James, senior—^was an unworldly J 
mystical theologian whose devotion to Swedenborg vws suejj that 
he always travelled with his own set of the Master’s works. Henry 
was the second son, a year younger than William, the philosopher, 
and thqjsecond of five children. 

To dismiss the father of Henry James, as I have seenjpd to do 
above, as “an unworldly mystical theologian” would be very unjust 
to a man of abnormal mental ingenuity. The published portraits of 
him do^not perhaps prepare us for the revelations of his son by which 
he becomes one of the most amusingly lovable characters outside 
fiction; but they do show the calm height of his noble head, the 
protrus ive h abit of his eyes (which seem not unlike those of his 
setond son), and an vuunistakable disinterested beag volence which 
■shines*from the whole countenance; and all these p^ts mark him 
as an exceptional* creature. He was a philosopher who was also a 
Christian; apparently, too, he was not only witty in himself, but the 
cause that wit was a natural activity in his family. The atmosphere 
of the James household was shot through and through, that is, with 
a gaiety and kindness allowing unlimited humorous reference to the 
father’s “ideas” (it was supposed to be Mrs. James’s word); while 
based, nevertheless, upon respectful affection. With what relish 
<Jpes his son, after referring to the senior Henry James’s attachment 
to S\Vt?flenborg, add.concetning this philosopher that “in reply to 
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somebody^s plea of not finding him credible our parent had pro¬ 
nounced him, on the contrary, fairly ‘insipid with veracityM” 

The little boy was much appreciated by his father, who took 
him freely upon various journeys, even, on one occasion, to the 
daguerreotyper^s, where the two Henrys were photographed side 
djyiside, ffieliby with his hand upon his father’s shoulder, charming, 
modest, and wondering, the man kind, bland, and confidently at 
peace with hirf faith. But the education of the James children, if free, 
according to Henry James senior’s wish, was also, in formal par¬ 
ticulars, irregular. As Henry describes his own share of it, in that 
great autobiography, “A Small Boy and Others,” it was so hap¬ 
hazard, so much an experimental setting of the boy to tasks which 
proved uncongenial, and taking him away from them, so much a 
confusion of New York city and country life with impulsive travels in 
Europe, that the reader wonders how in the world such a bewildered 
child learned anything at all. And yet might not such an education have 
offered a perfect development to a master-novelist? “Simply every¬ 
thing,” says Henry James, “simply everything that should happen 
to us, every contact, every impression and experience we should 
know, were to form our soluble stuff; with only ourselves to thank 
should we remain un-aware, by the time our perceptions were decently 
developed, of the substance finally projected and most desirable.” 

No priggishness was allowed, for “we were bred in horror of 
conscious propriety, of what my father was fond of calling ‘flagrant’ 
morality” and “our father... only cared for virtue that was more or 
less ashamed of itself”; but as time went on Henry James reached a 
kind of philosophical iustification of a trait which coloured the whole 
of his life and work, ‘fone wav.” he savs. “of taking life was to go in 
for everything and ewryone, which kept you abundantly occupied, 
and the other way was to be as occupied, quite as occupied, just witli 
the sense and image of it all, and on only a fifth of the actual immersion,^ 
In thinking of Henry James, do not forget that the second way was 
his own. 

From Albany to the city of New York, where the Jameses lived 
down town, and where William and Henry haunted such theatres 
as there were and endlessly attended the church services of every^ 
denongunatipn; and from New York back to Albany, where in- 
'm!fficrable cousins, male and female, came to stay and play; and 
from Albany to London and Paris, diese children passed in a rich 
process of picking up impressions. Here and there they acquired 
some book knowle 4 ge, William, the elder, ever a leader in that 
department, while Henry, given to what he franklyi calls “pedestrian 
gaping,’*^ and less pragmatically absorbed in ratiohalizing the 
universe, made do with his sensations and intuitions. “I had b^t 
one success, always-7-that of endlesgly supposing, wondering, 
admiring; I was sun^in that luxury.” * * 
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I N the e'venings, while William made drawings—^he was in the 
early stages of his artistic period—^Henry also imitatively drew; 
but he did something else as well, which threw a long finger out 
towards the practice of the future craftsman. “I sacrificed,^* he says, 
**to the d^i^matic form with devotion—^by the aid of tertain quarto 
sheets of ruled paper bought in Sixth Avenue for the purpose;. . . 
grateful in particular for the happy provision by which each fourth 
page of the folded sheet was left blank. When the drama itself had 
covered three pages the last one, over which I most laboured, 
served for the illustration of what I had verbally presented. Every 
scene had thus its explanatory picture, and ... I thought, I lisped, at 
any rate I composed, in scenes. . . . Entrances, exits, the indication 
of ‘business,* the animation of dialogue, the multiplication of 
designated characters,’were things delightful in themselves—^while 
I panted toward the canvas on which I should fling my figures.** 
And so the Jameses went to Europe; and for Henry the plunge 
into astonishing older lands was like a plunge into a dream. He had 
been acquainted with some of the aspects of England in much- 
conned pages of Punchy but the reality of a country so like and so 
unlike his home, and a city which was then, long ago, a world in 
ep^nie, affected him for ever. In later years he went*through Ijis 
peflo^d of impatience with the English, only, in the end, to take 
them permanently to his heart; but now he was the instinctive 
artist, the “votary and victim of the single impression and the 
imperceptible adventure, picked up by accident and cherished, as 
it were, in secret.’* He could only absorb and absorb, efreaming, 
listening, storing. “I recall in particular certain short sweet times 
when I could be left alone—with the thick and heavy suggestions 
of the Londfon room about me, the very smell of which was ancient, 
strange and impressive, a new revelation altogether, and the window 
open to the English June and the far-off hum of a thousand possi¬ 
bilities. I consciously took them in, these last, and must then, I 
think, Jiave first tasted the very greatest pleasure perhaps I was ever 
to know—that of«almost Jiolding my breath in presence of certain 
aspects to the end of so taking in. It was as if in those hour$ that 
precious fine art had been disclosed to me.** 

That precious fine art was to be still further practised a little 
later, when the party travelled to Paris and ^his inveterate gazer 
and wonderer leaned more consciously the lesson of art which was 
to dominate his creative Ufe. Here, “with plot thickening and 
emotion deepei^g steadily,... we mounted the Idng, black Rue de 
a stretch of pe^spe<adve„r//^>& an^intensity of tone as it 
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offered in those days; where every low-browed vitrine waylaid us 
and we moved in a world of which the dark message, expressed in 
we couldn’t have said what sinister way too, might have been ‘Art, 
art, art, don’t you see? Learn, little gaping pilgrims, what that is I* 
Oh, we learned, that is we tried to, as hard as ever we could, and 
were fairly well at it, I always felt, even by the time we had passed 
up into the comparatively short but wider and finer vista of the 
Rue de TourAon, which in those days more abruptly crowned the 
more compressed approach and served in a tiianner as a great outer 
vestibule to the Palace. Style, dimly descried, looked down there, as 
conscious CAcouragcment, from the high, grey-headed, clear- 
faced, straight-standing old houses—^very much as if wishing to say 
‘Yes, small staring /eu/ie homme, we are dignity and memory and 
measure, we are conscience and proportion and taste, not to mention 
strong sense too: for all of which good things take us—^you won’t 
find one of them when you find (as you’re going soon to begin to at 
such a rate) vulgarity.” 

After such saturation and injunction, and some less ecstatic 
experiences in Switzerland and Germany, William James decided 
to be an artist, and studied with William Hunt, in whose studio 
John La Farge was the only other pupil, although Henry James was 
dso thoughtfully to be found there. And when William James 
declared suddenly for Physical Science, and went to Harvard 
University study it, Henry had already reached a sense of his 
artistic destiny. Law, which was put to him as a possibility, and 
which he read for a year, had no lure. “I didn’t want anything so 
much as I wanted a certain good (or wanted thus supremely to want 
it, If I may say so). . . . What I ‘wanted to want’ to be was,' all inti¬ 
mately, just literary.^' 


lU 

H e became ‘‘literary,” at first not venturing, very far or high (his 
first work seems to have been a translation from Mdrimde, and 
he never attempted poetry), but modestly, as at all times, under¬ 
estimating the originality of his own mind. The James family/nove 4 
to Cambridge; acquaintance followed with Charl^ Eliot Norton, at 
that time editing Ae North American Repjew; and Norton accepted 
Henry James’s first timidly-submitted manuscript. E. L. Godkin, 
also, whose control'of the newly established New York Nation was 
a matter of interna^onal fame, encouraged the young writer by 
printing his criticisms. Finally he had the fortune tp make a lifelong 
-friend of William Dean Howells, who read his earliest* fiction wim 
enthusiasm and bought some of it for The Atlantic ^onthly. 

He was launched;yand he iiastaned^to London, “drawjtby the 
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sense of all the interest and association I should find.” This was in 
1869, when he was twenty-six. He settled at first in Half Moon 
Street, off Piccadilly, in a couple of dusky ground-floor rooms the 
walls of which* were hung with glazed coloured plates from the 
Christmas numbers of The Illustrated hondon News, and he began 
in earnest to explore the town. The Nortons were then in London, 
and through their friendly aid he had a round of visits to the famous, 
from George Eliot, Ruskin, and Charles Darwin to William Morris 
and the Rossettis. But he was not, at this time or at any other, a 
“mixer,” For cho ice, his cotnpany was imaginary. He was “more 
and more aWre**of me'^fun^ "(to express it grossly) of living by my 
imagination and thereby finding that company, in countless different 
forms, cmild only swarm about me.” 

Thu^he dreaming, gazing little boy had become a dreaming, 
gazing yoting man who preferred the delights of his own men^ ^ 
labyrinth to those of general societ^He was in the old world, upon ^ 
“haunted, holy ground,” remote, a spectator. He was happy. Thence¬ 
forward, his way of life was settled; and he was to know little 
change in it for over forty years. 

He was “just literary.” During a long stay in Paris he made the 
acquaintance of Ivan Turgenev, who was the grand third of his 
literary influences (the earlier influences had been Hawthorne and 
Balzac); and fr om Turge nev he learned in long cpnyctSRtiQUS^how 

genejy.how, nowls^shovld wijtten. Crucial 
conversations. And when he published “Daisy Miller,’^ whidi slill 
ranks very high among short stories written in English, he achieved 
a distinguished reputation with the critical public. It was his most 
interesting and original tale in this period, the scenes laid in Switzer¬ 
land and Italy, with which countries he was familiar* and the 
American type new, baffling, and presented with suggestive detach¬ 
ment. 

“Daisy Miller” was first published in 1879, when Henry James 
was thirty-six. From 1874-5, in which years he wrote “Roderick 
Hudson,” he was continuously productive. Book followed book 
with great rapidity, sometimes a novel, sometimes a volume of short 
, stories, sometimes in a single year as many as three books of one sort 
or another. He w^s a critic, too; and it is a remarkable fact that when 
he was not travelling or writing novels he was in a style of the ut¬ 
most grace describing the places he had visited, or analysing with 
much fastidious insight the qualities of some classic novelist, such as 
Balzac, or" 5 eorge Sand, or Flaubert, or Tur^genev. What a happy 
manner of life for one who aspired above everything else to be 
“ju/Rt literafy”! 

^or were rewards wanting to encourage the rising author, and 
for\)?ae years "everything wenuvery^well indeed—^not sensationally, 
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but in a manner to assure his income and maintain his reputation^e 
was fortunate in being able to serialize many of his earlier ndvels 
either in America alone or in both England and America; and his 
short stories, or long-short stories, of which there ^ete niany, were 
to be found in the magazines upon both sides of the Atlantic. He 
contributed twp or three tales to TAe Yellow Book, when Henry 
Harland enthusiastically projected that famous publication; and the 
rest slowly but steadily appeared, as long as etoors thoijght them 
readable, in more widely circulated periodicals. 

In those days he was less impressive in appearance than he was to 
be in old age. He mixed, it is clear, with the select few whose main 
interests were in art and letters; but as a quiet, bearded man, his head 
ever slightly cocked, as if he were listening and reflecting, who came 
and went with an air of shyness and ^feborate self-deprecating 
solemnity, and not at all as the literary ‘Uion” he was afterwards to 
be. He was even considered a trifle pwtentous, and the memories 
of him which appear in such typical books as the autobiographies 
of Evelyn Sharp and Arthur Waugh are unflattering. Evelyn Sharp 
recalls a time in her friendship with Henry Harland when James 
came to tea, ‘"and Harland, for once losing his sense of humour in, 
the presence of one whom he always referred to as ‘mon maitre,? 
took me aside to say in an impressive whisper, ‘He says he has Aeard 
of your fairy tales!’ This was the occasion on which we sat in dumb 
humility whi^e the famous American walked up and down the mom 
seekiH^ the word he wanted for the completion of his sentence. I am 
sure we all knew the word, but the sacrilege that would be implied 
in our intru^on upon his mental travail by mentioning it Was un¬ 
dreamed ofQt was, of course, an immense honour to have been 
invited td worship at the shrine-J^ut the atmosphere cleared plea¬ 
santly when he left.” Arthur Wau^ adds to a wickedly mild account 
of an evening in which his cousin Edmund Gosse and James “sat 
over the fire and talked confidences in an undertone, whil6 Mrs. 
Gosse showed [Waugh] an album of photographs” one characteristic 
touch. “I realized that it was fully time the great evening ended, 
since I had to get home to Blackheath. ‘To Blackheathl’ exclaimed 
H^enry James; ‘not, I trust, in a hansom-cab—an interminable under-. 
taking r ” « 

Once, late in life, our author returned to the United States for 
the sake of writing an immense impression of the land he had 
deserted. But for the most part he was in London or the English 
country, in an apartrgent in town or staying at the Reform Club, 
or living in the beautiful old house which he had^discovered in a 
corner of Rye. Here, in that charming little hillside towti in Sussex 
from which the English Channel has drawn back a qouple of miles 
in the last two or tbree penturiej, heJived from 1897 to the ood. He 
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aged, he corresponded voluminously, he gradually received all those 
signs of respect which in England are accorded to literary survivals 
of the approved social variety, and his art grew ever more elaborate, 
more scrupulous and wordy and, for those who relish its quality, 
more wonderfully engrossing. He became a naturalized English¬ 
man early in the First World War, and died on .February 28 th, 
1916. 

In thqpe last years his position in English letter? was unique. 
Thomas Hardy might be the Grand Old Man; but Henry James 
was the lawgiver to his juniors. His considerable critical gift and 
Ws disinterested devotion to the art of fiction set him above party, 
^nly those to whom the art of fiction seems a triviality in a difficult 
universe scorned his devotioift Rude people might scoff at the 
elaborately parenthetical manffer —a manner of successive alter¬ 
natives—^which marked James’s later writing as well as his later 
conversation; they might also object that the themes of his most 
famous books were singularly unworthy of the delicacy and the 
bland copiousness of his treatment; but he had dignity and taste and 
style, and the rude, while they sc^ed, were unwillingly still aware 
that such gifts are without price, frhe fine large head upon a body 
which, without being clumsy, was shorter and stockier than it 
should have been for perfect grace, was indication enoug«h of the 
subtle spirit within; and the affectionateness, reserve, and timidity 
of his charactef caused those who knew him well to feel*for him tl^at 
curious mixture of admiration, respert, and protectiveness wliich is 
generally described, in brief, as love.^ 


IV 


^TT was once irreverently remarked, by a non-Jacobean too-ready , 
A with* historical analogy, that there were three Henry Jameses— > 
James the First, James the Second, and the Old Pretender. That 
last, with its implications, was never true; but the suggestion held 
just enough malice to make it effective. Like other Vriters, Henry 
Jame^had his three periods, in the first nf wbiV^b 
than jemper jngeauoustiess, in the second of which the emotional 
profcfems o? travelling Americans were replaced by the doings of 
imagiMfy famous authors and other odd characters, and in the third 
of which every wizened theme was so dwelt upon, and turned, and 
' manipulated, as to yield its last and finest sha4e of ironic meaning. 
The progress between these periods was natural, and in each of 
them the author was keeping pace with his own development. He 
was writing fi;om young manhood until the age of seventy-two. 
buring^the whole, roughly^of that half-centi^ry he believed strongly 
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that^ was the finest thing in the world to be an artist and to write 
nov^s which were works of arra 

^ have used the term "'works of art,” and I want now to remind 
, the reader that when Henry James thought of art he thought in 
I terms of pictures, and not in terms of modern Aesthetics. He was 
‘ very much the .professional artist, the man who assesses the value 
of a work of art according to the degree in which it may be saijd to 
be ‘Mone.” When he spoke critically of novels he always used words 
such as one might hear in a studio when two painters were speaking 
intimately of a picture. But while, with a little study, he probably 
could have understood the phrases adopted by living aesthetes 
from Physics and Psychoanalysis, he would not have felt it neces¬ 
sary to use them. A book had ‘‘composition,” “tone,” “values,” 
“colour,” and “form.” It might have had such qualities as “fore¬ 
ground” and “middle-distance.” But it never had a moral; and it 
never took heed of such things as “rhythm” or “planes” or the 
“sub-” or “super-conscious.’^ 

He began by writing critical reviews, and his first fiction con¬ 
sisted, as Hawthorne’s did, of short stories. The earliest novel of 
which he thought well enough to include it in his G^llected Works 
was “Roderick Hudson.” This is a book about a detached young 
AmericaJi who conceived an admiration for the work of a young 
sculptor and offered him the chance of studying the antique in Rome. 
TJ^e sculpto% Roderick Hudson, jumped at his chancy; but although 
he was engaged to a good girl in New England he fell in love in 
Italy with a wayward and enigmatic young woman of a kind always 
more fascinating to a novelist than to his readers. The youn^woman 
having been disposed of matrimonially—under the threat that if she 
did not marry the Prince Casamassima her mother and father would 
inexplicably disclose the fact of her illegitimacy,—Roderick forsook 
his friends, lost his talent, and at last was killed in a mountain storm. 
The detached young American was in love with his prbt6g6’s 
sweetheart; but this young lady preferred to cherish her memory 
of authentic emotion, and the end of the book lies in shadow. 

“The American,” which followed, carries us a stage farther in 
the history of our author!?^ development. It is the story of« man. 
who had made a sufficient Fottune-in his own <iountry, and who 
coolly determined to marry a beautiful French widow. The widow’s 
relatives, including an all-powerful mother from the English 
aristocracy, at first permitted the suit; but presently they decided 
against the Americ^p, sent his young fiancee to a convent, and 
defied Mm when he threatened disclosure of a* frightful family 
secret.^e burnt the evidence of this crime, from pride,*and all was 
as before^ . ^ 

The third novel is ^out a lovely yojing American girl who was 
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enriclied by her uncle’s will. She was so simple-minded as to be led 
into marriage with a dilettante egoist, whom she ultimately left 
after discovering that the marriage had been ‘‘arranged” by her 
husband’s foroier mistress, the mother of his daughter. There are 
two sick men who die in this book, both of them American, 
whimsical, wise, and kind; and there is a quiet, persistent, but un¬ 
failingly considerate American lover who turns up again at the end. 
The book.is called “The Portrait of a Lady,” and it*is the first in 
which one of those beautiful, tranquil old English houses in the 
country the imagination of which James so adored makes its 
appearance. 

The fourth npycl was Jl T.he 

worrt taoolcsioy a frooT wrttaltha tJLbayc .exsx. nejid. It is about a 
youth of the lower orders (his mother had murdered a man, and he 
had been brought up by a sempstress and an old fiddler, both 
Thackerayan figures), who joined a revolutionary organization, 
was given some unspecified piece of assassination to do, and com¬ 
mitted suicide. He was by trade a bookbinder, infatuated with the 
notion that he was of noble birth; and the Princess Casamassima, 
who first appeared as a femme fatale in “Roderick Hudson,” still 
works her wicked will upon the young and impressionable, 
without so much as stirring a hair of the reader’s head. » 

These four books may be said to represent James’s first period 
as a novelist. .They were essays in what Hawthorne called 
chological romance.” They have in common the distinction of a 
very simple style of great dignity. They are about small groups of 
characters who are saved from insipidity by unusual conversational 
gifts and by a pervasive air of secret drama. In the case of the first 
three, the chief male character is a cool spectator of tRe events 
dramatized, not unmoved by these events, but powerless to stay 
them, hardly at all, effectively, a participant in the action. This was a 
^device,'but a significant device. The author deliberately chose to 
employ a single male character as chorus, in order to exercise his own 
peculiar combination of intimacy and detachment. He could thus 
be in the book and out of it, without in the least sacrificing his own 
independence. Later on, the bachelor chorus was to be discontinued; 
[but a chorus, in the shape of a single abnormally sensitive person or a 
number of gossips who could speculate and scrutinize and comment 
at large, there was to be to the end. 

The development of these early books is generally slow.^ 
situation is indicated for us by means of a series of conversations 
between different people, aided by calm and revealing accounts of 
their anteceSent doings. The characters are unpressed for time, and, 
ip any convincing sense, for money. Most of them are extremely, 
almost'^too pointedly, well^bred^They are^not marionettes, con- 
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trolled by the author; and yet they do, as one remembers, -most 
singularly forgather and group themselves, as people do in plays 
or in pictures, and while rational in talk behave in such a way as to 
seem unaccountable for their actions. Not one of them exerts him¬ 
self or herself except by painting or embroidering or producing 
impressive sculpture or touring picture galleries or visiting the 
G>losseum. It is as if they were dream characters rather than teal 
people. * t 

I will not follow the ungracious and usually inaccurate habit of 
some critics, who speak of characters being lifted bodily from other 
books; but I cannot help believing that in these early novels of Henry 
James, exquisite to me as they are, the people derive (no more) from 
certain types in books by Hawthorne and Turgenev and Balzac. 
That, in fact, they are as much “just literary” as their author. The 
Bellegardes, in “The American,” for example, are Balzac; but the 
travelling Americans, and in particular the constant Mary Garland, 
in “Roderick Hudson,” might well have entered James’s pages 
from corners of “The House of the Seven Gables,” or from one of 
the exquisite tales of Turgenev with which the author must by now 
have been very familiar. They are not copies; the author’s explana¬ 
tions of them have profundity; but the characters themselves are 
ethereal.* Perhaps the books altogether were nothing but Henry 
Jamgs’s lovely prolonged play; perhaps each of them was something 
o^ which he was the godlike creator and the happy, interested, 
tremendously aware and relishing spectator. “It is not my impulse,” 
said a character in “The House of the Seven Gables,” “either to 
help or to hinder; but to look on, to analyse, to explain ir&tters to 
myself, and to comprehend the drama.” And James: “My identity 
for myself was all in my sensibility to their own exhibition, with not 
a scrap left over for a personal show.” 


V 

I N the composition of these books, as in the composition of many 
. of Henry James’s books, one notices a very odd circumstance. It 
is that the concrete is often a matter of great difficulty. I do not 
mean.the sort of detail about which novel-readers write triumphantly 
to the newspapers, such as the right railway station for Paris, the 
right ominibus number for Richmond, and so on; for such matters 
interested Henry Jaipes not at all. “The station,” “the omnibus,” 
^d “the train” would ever be sufficient for him. i mean points of 
^$Mer moment In the author’s mind there was to 6e “a some- 
ffiing” that forced Roderick Hudson’s wayward young woman ip 
inarry when so cleark she did not v^t to. There was Cb be “a 

W • 
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something” in the history of the Bellegarde family which should 
enable Newman unavailingly to frighten them. There was to be some 
sort of secret society, and some sort of disagreeable job for the hero 
to fail to perforni, in ^‘The Princess Casamassima”; just as the 
mystifying divorces in "‘What Maisie Knew” had to be conducted 
“somewhere” and “some-when” outside the book^s obvious theme, 
and (most amusing of all) some odd and unmentionable small 
article of cc^mmerce upon which the family fortune had been built 
had to figure in “The Ambassadors.” Just what these things were, 
James’s speculative intelligence, his endless habit of wondering and 
supposing, did not tell him. In his early books he tried to invent 
practicable “somethings”; and so we have in “Roderick Hudson” 
an illegitimacy, in “The American” a scrawled message from a 
dying man to the effect that his wife is killing him, and in “The 
Princess Casamassima” a desperate effort to give conspiracy a kind 
of tangible convincingness. But as time went on James either 
pooh-poohed the matter altogether, as he managed to do (with the 
aid of what Maisie could not possibly be expected to know) in 
“What Maisie Knew,” or carried off his own ignorance with a high 
hand, as in “The Ambassadors,” where there is an almost feverish 
questioning from which, although severely pressed, the possessor 
of the knowledge escapes with a promise—never kept—that he will 
reveal the nature of the article at a later date. 

“ "Is there a business?’ 

“ "Lord, yes—a big, brave bouncing business. A roaring trade.’ 

“ "A great shop?’ 

“ ‘Yes—a workshop; a great production, a great industry. The 
concern’s a manufacture—and a manufacture that, if it’s onty prop¬ 
erly looked after, may well be on the way to become a monopoly. 
It’s a little thing they make—make better, it appears, than other 
people can,* or than other people, at any rate, do.’., . 

“ ‘And what is the article produced?’ 

“Strether looked about him as in slight reluctance to say; then the 
curtain, which he saw about to rise [the two are in a theatre], came to 
his aid. ‘I’ll tell you next time.’ But when the next time came he only 
said he would tell her later on . . . ‘Unmentionable? Oh no, we con-, 
stantly talk of it; we arc quite familiar and brazen about it. Only, as a 
small, trivial, rather ridiculous object of the commonest domestic 
use, it’s rather wanting in—what shall I say? Well, dignity ...’ 

And so on. Like his father, Henry James enjqyed “the strongest 
^tinct for the human and the liveliest reaction from the literal.” 
But James’s •great exemplar, Balzac, would have reminded our 
friend that such reaction from the literal may result in the vagueness 
of the bluffer. Balzac certainl;^ would have explained the nature and 
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use of the article; he would probably have gone farther and described 
its manufacture and its sales organization, and if he had done that he 
might well have supplied us in good fal^ with details of the firm’s 
costs, earnings, and profits over a period of years. 

Ihe truth was that James did not know what sort of thing would 
force a spirif;ed yoimg woman into marriage with a man she 
despised, or what sort of secret might or might not frighten an old 
French family into permitting the marriage of their daughter and 
sister to an outsider, or how divorces were managed, or what kind 
of small article—or indeed what kind of large article, other than a 
literary article—tnight be manufactured with immense profit in the 
United States. These tilings did not interest him otherwise than as 
pretexts for psychological conflict or a gathering of people upon the 
stage of his imagination. He pretended not to care about incon¬ 
venient details; but in reality he could not be bothered to take any 
steps to find out what he should have known, because in all things 
he preferred to puzzle out explanations, rather than to step outside 
his study and into the world of practical affiirs. “Something ... the 
money comes from . . . somewhere . . .’’^here was an old kind of 
laborious and boneless picture-making known to artists as “stump¬ 
ing.” This was done with an instrument of white washleather, re¬ 
sembling a cigar in shape and size; and shadow effects of much soft¬ 
ness were obtained by working pencil dust about the paper with the 
|tump. Japies at his vaguest is like a stumper. NoJ the enchanting 
poetic vagueness of a Corot was secured by his method, but a loss of 
verisimilitude. His experience of life was extraordinarily restricted) 

As long as he could bring transatlantic types to Europe and 
show them the extreme gentility of the old world, full of princesses 
and other titled people, and lovely old English houses and good 
breeding, he had a distinct place among American writers. But 
when he grew tired of such things, and became absorbed in the 
purely literary life, he tended to write about writers and the occult— 
two difficult and unpopular subjects. Some of his shorter stories in 
this vein, it is true, are among his most famous, and one or two of 
them are very good indeed. But they are stories for a small public; 
^and while the small public invariably thinks itself a choic* public, 
most authors, however select, hanker after geperal applause. James 
was really, I think, at the end of his resources as a writer of long, 
straightforward stories of character when he published, without 
success, in 1890, at the age of forty-seven, “The Tragic Muse.” 

This book is vgy smooth, and, with the exception of a mother 
and daughter who have the air of being extensions of the Princess, 
Casamassima and her mother, it is about English people of the 
leisured class. It is not very unlike a novel by Mrs. Humphry Ward. 
All the characterization is neat: the dialogue is accomolished: £ut 
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although I have read “The Tragic Muse” three or four times it has 
never seemed to me other than dull. One gets an impression of 
^rtistic purposelessness, a mechanical aggregation of men and 
women going ^nd coming without passion and without objec^Jj 
Titles, money, endless talk of art and the theatm; none of it im- 
portant, all superficial; as lifeless as a copy, ^or some reason 
writers and artists and actors and actresses and musicians are terribly 
‘ uninterestjng in fiction^D^Nfo wonder that Henry James/at this period 
was in something like despair. No wonder he wrote to W. D. 
Howells—as late as 1895—that “I have felt, for a long time past, 
that I have fallen upon evil days—every sign and symbol of one’s 
being in the least wanted^ anywhere or by anyone, having so utterly 
failed. ^ new generation, that I know not, and mainly prize not, 
has taKn universal possession^he sense of being utterly out of it 
weighed me down, and I asked myself what the future would be.” 

fthe future was to be brighte^for James must in those years 
haw been feeling his way towarcK what proved to be his natural 
and ultimate vein. His later books may not have had any large 
sale; but within two years of writing that despondent letter to 
Howells he had published both “What Maisie Knew” and “The 
Spoils of Poynton.” He had found—or had perfected —^ new, 
highly characteristic manner. And the manner provoked c^^mment. 
Was it, or was it not, due to liis venture into the habit of dictation? 
He said that dictation had no effect at all upon his styles others sa^d *' 
that it was responsible, at the very least, for increased verbal artifice. 
However that may be, the rise of Henry James to a peculiar and 
personal rank among novelists—^that subtle ascendancy to which 
many distinguished writers never attain—began in 1897. His re¬ 
moteness from common life ceased to hamper him: it became, in¬ 
stead, one of the literary miracles of the age. “The Spoils of Poynton” 
is still a contribution to the technique of prose fiction which can be 
studied’with advantage. Until we reach “The Ambassadors,” that 
fine flower of the Jacobean novel, it is his best work in the long 
story. 

“The Ambassadors” was written before “The Wings of the 
Dove,” although it was published later. It is superior both to “Th/s 
Wings of the Dove” and to “The Golden Bowl.” The former book 
is very long, and the author considered it a failure. “The thing in 
question,” he said in a letter, “is, by a complicated accident which it 
would take too long to describe to you, too inordinately drawn out, 
and too inordinately rubbed in. uTie centre, n^reover, isn’t in the 
middle, or the middle, rather, isirt in the centre, but ever so much 
too near thef end, so that what was to come after it is truncated jThe 
book, in fine, has too big a head for its body.” 

*^Mort than that, it has^a body .too big^for its substance^H^ 
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journalist—still a writer, you seel—is in love with a young wQman 
largely dependent upon a wealthy aunt. He is too poor to marry^ 
and the two meet in Hyde Park on the sly. A dove who is some^ 
thing of a .pigeon, and fabulously rich, comes ftom America to 
England, and falls in love with the journalist. He is induced to pay 
some court to her, and his sweetheart goes so far as to assure the dove 
that there is no understanding between them. However, when the 
dove dies of'a mysterious and almost operatic complaint (a sort of 
world weariness), and leaves the journalist a legacy, he and the 
young woman whom he loves fail to approximate their scruples 
over the residt of what has been in fact a sordid deception, and the 
novel sinks, ^o amount of casuistry upon the author’s part can 
purify the atmosphere of this degraded book, which is without 
spirit and poin^ 

In the same way, if the story of “The Golden Bowl” were told 
of ordinary bourgeois people it would be seen to rely upon the 
practicable plot ^t an Italian sponger has married money, that 
his discarded mistress reappears and re-establishes her attractiveness 
to him, and that his wife, scenting the difficulty, manages to bring 
the husband back to her side. The symbolism of the golden bowl is 
adventitious; the manipulation by which the mistress of the young 
husband becomes her lover’s mother-in-law is quite artificial. But 
whereas “The Wings of the Dove” has, as I see it, no redeeming 
fixture, “The Golden Bowl” has great beauty in maijy of its aspects, 
ancfln particular in the relationship between father and daughter. 
No other novelist could so delicately and so entirely without mishap 
have created the illusion of a relationship unselfishly loting and 
5 protective such as Maggie and her father feel for each other.Tn some 
respects ‘this relationship is the most beautiful thing in any of Henry 
James’s books, illustrating, as it does, to perfection, his enchanting 
sympathy with the disinterested. As a piece of composition the book 
•is marvellous; and as a presentation of idealized love it has nobility 
and exquisiteness.DJCffiat a pity, therefore, that the tale upon which 
it is built should nave been—and should have been allowed to re¬ 
main—commonplace Ij 

, “The Spoils of Poynton” is similarly mean at its heart. It arose 
from a dinner-table anecdote; and is about the.squabble between 
mother and son as to a houseful of art treasures collected by the 
mother and her husband before the latter’s death. The son has 
become engaged to an obstinate and tasteless creature to whom his 
mother takes an inj^ant dislike. Although she realizes that her son 
is legally the possessor of the treasures, themiotber surreptitiously 
removes the bulk of them to her cottage. &he struggle between 
mother and (by representatives) her prospective daughter-in-law 
is ferocious and prolonged; but in^he end the daughter-in Jaw wfns 
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the battle, the treasures are restored, and the house which they thus 
readorn is immediately afterwards destroyed by fir^ 

The virtuosity of ‘‘The Spoils of Poynton” 15 extraordinary. 
The book is maintained by the smallest, most voluptuous hints of 
what the actual treasures are, and there are but five characters in it. 
But while these characters, presented with great brilliance, contribute 
with precision and in due proportion to the drama, coherence as well 
as richness is assured by a familiar Jacobean device. This device is 
the one bjf which a single character presents an abnormally sensitive 
mind, at times baffled (but that is for the further artful purpose of 
elucidation through clarifying analysis) and at times miraculously 
lucid, to the whole intrigue; and in “The Spoils of Poynton” the 
mind is the mind of a girl tempted into great concern with the 
matter by the prospect that she may herself hereafter possess the 
treasure by a reversionary marriage with the combative son. 

Henry James, jubilant at his discovery of this theme, replies to 
possible criticism of his use of such a heroine as his prime co¬ 
ordinator. He says: “It is easy to object of course ‘Why the deuce 
then Fleda Vetch, why a mere little flurried bundle of petticoats, 
why not Hamlet or Milton’s Satan at once, if you’re going in for a 
superior display of “mind”?’ To which I fear I can only reply that 
in pedestrian prose, and in the ‘short story,’ one is, for ffle best 
reasons, no less on one’s guard than on the stretch; and also that I 
have ever recognized, even in the midst of the curiosity that such 
displays may cjhicken, tlie rule of an exquisite economy. The Aiflg 
is to lodge somewhere at the heart of one’s complexity an irre¬ 
pressible. appreciation^ but where a light lamp will carry all the flame 
I incline to look askance at a heavy.” 

The light lamp; the comic muse; James had no sort of gift for 
tragedy. He was an ironist, some will think from natural coldness of 
temper, but perhaps from a too-sensitive dread of personal suffering. 
If you live apart from life, as he did, you cultivate a delicious acute¬ 
ness of mind (I noticed this with my own mother, who was inactive 
physically for. several years before her death, but whose mental 
subtlety became terrifying and whose elaborate speculations re¬ 
garding matters in which I was involved approached second sight); 
but you lose actuality. “The Spoils of Poynton” is rich comedy; but 
it is only tolerable so long as one regards it as artificial, as a mar¬ 
vellous performance. The assumptions upon which the perfornaance 
is based are appallingly gross. 

^‘Thc Ambassadors” is an entirely different case. A young 
American, son ijf a manufacturer of the uhspecified article— 
“Unmentionable? Oh no, we constantly talk of it; we are quite 
familiar and brazen about it”—too long in Paris. His 
masterful mother has s^nt editor, who may in time 
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be her second husband, to bring the boy home. The editor, in 
company with a rather morose friend, makes the trip. He convinces 
himself that the boy is living an entirely moral and admirable life in 
innocent relation with a French married woman. He lingers on in 
Paris. In this act he renews his youth, and is made to see the boy as 
fruitfully enjoying what he regards as his own lost opportunity. 
But the morose friend sends home messages less pacificatory than 
his own; a ficrther detachment of the family arrives in Paris; there 
are many complications; the boy’s relationship with the French¬ 
woman is revealed as less innocent than it has seemed. And our poor 
editorial traveller and ambassador is faced with the knowledge that 
his return to America and to his employer is both unavoidable and 
undesirable. He ruefully makes preparations to depart. 

That is a very crude and over-simplified outline of the story 
told in “The Ambassadors.” It does shameful injustice to a novel 
which I consider as of almost the first order in comic literature. 
It is consistendy comic, and upon a high plane; rich in scene and 
dialogue, in atmosphere, detail, and implication. Technically it is the 
work of a master in his own craft; and unless one is very prejudiced 
against the arch and elaborate manner of Henry James, with its 
rather puffing alternative sentences and its persistent avoidance of the 
direct, <I do not see how one can fail to admire it. It is the most 
excellent complete example of the Jacobean method as outlined in 
the abstracj; of his unfinished novel, “The Ivory Tower,” where he 
say?,- in reference, of course, to “The Ivory Tower,” and not to 
“The Ambassadors”: “By the blest operation this time of my 
Dramatic Principle, my law of successive Aspects, each treated from 


its own centre,... I have the great help of flexibility and variety; my 
personsln turn, or at least the three or four foremost, having control, 
as it were, of the Act and Aspect, and so making it his or making it 
hers/t \ 

nffa novelist could be great by virtue of his devotion to his artJ 
Henry James would be a great novelist. He gave to the writing ot 
novels a fastidiousness and a conviction of the importance of his 


task which was new and strange in English fiction although it was 
not new in France or to Turgenev. Whatever the great ^glish 
noveliste may have been, they had no conception of the novel as 


something to be executed within a frame, to be “composed” in the 
painter’s sense, with what Henry James called “shades” and “the 
lovely art of foreshortening,” and that impressionistic vagueness in 
the distance about which I have already written. James had this 
conception.) , 

He had another excellence, which is explicitly stated in a letter 
tthich he wrote in 1884 to Alphonse Daudet. He there said: “J’estime 
pourtant qu’il n’y-a nen de^plu% r^l, de plus positif, (}e plu8 k 
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peindre, qu^un caract&re; c"est Ik qu^on trouve bicn la couleuf et la 
forme.” 

From^liaracteri in this specialist sense,(which he regarded as thel 
essential basis of^ the novel, and form,jof which he was to become a 
master, the Jacobean novel springs. fForm alone takes, and holds 
and preserves, substance—saves it From the welter of helpless^ 
verbiage that we swim in as in a sea of tasteless tej^id pudding.^ 
Tolstoi and Dostoievsky are fluid puddings, though not tasteless, 
because the amount of their own minds and souls in solution in 
the broth gives it savour and flavour, thanks to the strong, rank 
quality of their genius and them experience.” And, finally, in revolt 
from Wellsian improvisation: ^ny illustration of anything worth 
i U u strating has beauty, to my ^nsion, largely by its developments.^ 
sphere is, to my vision, no authentic, and no really interesting ana 

beautiful^ report of things on the novelist’s, tlie painter’s part 
unless a particular detachment has operated, unless the great stewpot 
or crucible of the imagination, of the observant and recording and 
interpreting mind in short, has intervened and played its part— 
and this detachment, this chemical transmutation for the aesthetic. 


the representational, end is terribly wantmg in autobiography 
bright, as the horrible phrase is, up to date.’j| 

un these four quotations may be founa the artistic tKeory of 
Henry James so far as the novel is concerned. Character, develop¬ 
ments* form and experience . His form was increasing!)^ expert^nd 
satisfying; the development (he once deprecatingly referred to his 
own practice as ‘‘embroidery,” and in his case “delightful dis- 
simulatlpn” was unquestionably among “the refinements and ecstasies 
of method”) became virtuosity of an extreme kind.^o novelist of 
the two generations which followed his was uninfluenced by him. 
I doubt if any novelist who loves the finesses of his craft can read t 
book by Henry James, without a sort of triumphant relish. But, in 
the matter of character and experience, this great craftsman was much 
inferior to many of those whose stumbling efforts would have caused 
hina desperate distress.) 

^e was inferior, that is, at the very core of the novelist’s art. His 
characters, although they were material for endless, and the most 


exquisite, speculation, and although he liked to imagine them as 
aristocrats of the spirit (as well as, sometimes, aristocrats by birth), 
were cheats, liars, adulterers, and simpletons without grandeur. 
One’s final impression of them is that of conunonness. James never 


knew this; he never guessed that they were^therwise than the 
ladies and gentlemen of his dreams; he would have been dis¬ 
gusted if anybody had told him that under the brocade of his 


magnificent stitching they were little pigmies of no account. But 
this was because he made a fotish'of rftfinemen^, and was naif enough 
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to believe that if you called a person a lady or a gentleman (or a 
prince or princess) you gave that person, automatically, as it were, a 
distinguished personality. Many years ago I knew some little girls of 
a class far below James’s recognition, who played with numbers of 
small dolls; and every doll, to my surprise, was “Lady Maud” or 
“Lady Angela.” Yet the dolls were trumpery penny things with 
china heads, who behaved, as far as I could tell, exactly like dolls of 
no class at all.*Just so, James pretends that his characters aae wonder¬ 
ful, and with tremendous charm and mysteriousness allows us to 
peep ever farther and farther into their minds; but when we might 
expect a Hamlet or a Lady Macbeth we get nothing but a china doll 
taken from stock and of the penny variety.) 

^he explanation of this, in my judgment, is that James was pre¬ 
vented by timidity from ever having more than a superficial acquaint¬ 
ance with men and women who were not writers. He had no 
practical experience of the world; for wherever he went upon its 
surface he was alone, and his thoughts were of art and artists, craft 
and craftsmanship. He could, and did, watch strangers; he had a 
delightful life of speculation as to the ways and thoughts of all 
except the poor and unrefined; but unless you are ready to suffer by 
and through experience you do, it seems to me, content yourself 
with thtf second-hand. James did not want to suffer.) 

(why, then, was he so powerful an influence upon the Georgian 
w/:i(grs? I think because no writer who lives in England to.a. great 
age (no writer, at least, who is willing to cultivate the literary ton 
of his period) can fail to gather the prestige of continued jjractice 
in his craft. I think because James could never have been accused by 
any othe;:^ writer of being false to his own artistic standards. But 
beyond and above these reasons I think he had his influence because 
nobody had ever done so well, and with such grace and elaborate¬ 
ness, s uch skill and such subtlety^ the thing that he did. He took a 
little storyand a small group ofcharacters; he made a picture; he 
made a drama; he made a continuously developing narrative. The 
picture was for beauty’s sake; the drama was for suspense; and the 
narrative was for all the artfulness and interest and delight he took 
in the practice of his craft. If only the people in these books h^d been 
interesting James would have been a great novelist; but as it is he is 
in every other respect the finest craftsman among Victorian novelists; 
and the man nowadays who could write novels as well as Henry 
James, after learning a little more than he did about what really goes 
on in the world, \}rould stand a good chance of being canonized 
(in a literary sense) about the year 20oo.\ * 



Chapter Three 
TEACHERS 


SHAW AND WELLS 




"All that we have lived on up till now has been the lemnants of the tevolutionary 
di^es of the last century, and we have been long enough chewing these over and over 
again. Our ideas demand a new substance and a new interpretation. Liberty, equality 
and fraternity are no longer the same things that they were in the days of the blessed 
guillotine; but it is just this that the politicians will not understand, and that is why I 
hate them. These people only desire partial revolutions, revolutions in externals, in 
polidcs. But these are mere trifles. There is only one thing that avails—^to revolutionize 
peoples’ minds.” j ^ 

/ Henrik Ibsen, 


W HEN, in 1895, Henry James complained to William Dean 
Howells that ‘‘a new generation, that I know not, and mainly 
prize not, has taken universal possession,” he was saying 
what every writer who sees himself neglected by the fashion feels 
impelled to say. He was in the midst of literary movements with 
which he had, and could have, no sympathy. Thetie were tjie 
romantics, suen as Gilbert Parker, Stanley Weyman, and Anthony 
Hope, who were all for post-Stevensonian charades. There were the 
so-called Kailyarders, such as J. M. Barrie, Ian Maclaren, and S. R. 
Crockett, who were being arch about the Scottish scene and the 
Scottish character. There was Rudyard Kipling, of whSln James 
despaired as he came “steadily from the less simple in subject to the 
more simple-wfrom the Anglo-Indians to the natives, from the natives 
to the Tonimies, from the Tommies to the quadrupeds, from the 
quadrupeds to the fish, and from the fish to the engines and screws.” 
ITiere was the Dead Sea Fruit School, sentimental and cynical, with 
which the nineties are now usually associated. And, finally, there 
was the New Drama. 

The New Drama was as far as possible from Henry James’s 
comfortable licenc e. It was imported from Northern Europe, 
and was unpopuEf^Tbut it aroused great controversy. Although in 
Victorian days English novelists and preachers had criticized the 
social system, they had never mentioned the ^unmentionable. The 
New Drama no 4 only mentioned it, but insisted upon it. W. S. 
Gilbert had laughed at corruptions and hjrpocrisies in a dozen comic 
operas; the New Drama seriously arraigned corruption and hypo¬ 
crisy and called men to judgment. Jt attacked the morals of the 
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respectable, and showed those in high places intriguing for power, 
sweating the poor, transmitting venereal disease, hiding sins and 
hushing up scandals. It announced that fall our spiritual sources of 
life are poisoned, and that our whole bourgeois society rests upon a 
soil teeming with the pestilence of went thoroughly into the 

question of the unmarried motKefi olrcring her, not as a wanton and 
a shame, but as a problem of character and the product of social 
conditions. The woman with a past became a stock ^ure;_ the 
woman-with a future not exclusively matrimonial and'smiservient 
was pictured as something other than a freak of natureJWhen one 
such woman was s^sked, at the end of the first act of a play by Ibsen, 
what s^e would do in our society, she brought down the curtain by 
answering *1 will let in fresh air.” Her words might have been taken 
as a motto by all New Dramatists; for in their plays all that was 
generally accepted as good, proper, and desirable was brought into 
the light of day and shown to be considerably affected by moth. 
How could Henry James, to whose art a stable world of con¬ 
ventions and prosperity was an essential background, possibly 
approve of such boisterousness, such rawness, such ugly blurtings- 
out of things better hidden, better murmured? Fresh air was the last 
thing he wanted. 

It is# sometimes objected to the plays of Ibsen—and it was 
objected to them as long ago as the nineties—that they are pro¬ 
vincial. Bul^s a social critic the provincial writer has always an 
acJvSntage oVer the writer reared in a great city, fie has been a 
member of a society known as a whole; because a small society has 
few secrets, cause and effect are more easily to be observed and con¬ 
firmed in it; the writer’s practical acquaintance with th6 social 
system i^* a part of his nurture. To the metropolitan-born person, 
whose horizons are potentially wider, but whose conceptions of 
society, once he steps outside the life of his immediate circle, are 
vaguer, the provincial often appears crude. If his manners are rough, 
and if his taste in clothes is peculiar, there is no limit to the amuse¬ 
ment which he may give the metropolitan; but it is usually the 
provincial writer who has something to say about society, while the 
metropolitan, who knows very little about any society but that of 
his own circle, perforce concerns himself with manner^James was 
a metropolitan by choice. When plays of the kind writfen by Ibsen 
in his last period are condemned as provincial it may be replied 
that they are criticisms of society, robust with knowledge gained in 
a provincial upbringing, and deliberately restricted in scene for the 
sake of dramatic economy. t 

Ibsen’s plays arrived late in England. That they arrived at all is 
largely due to the enthusiasm of a young Scottish dramatic critic 
named William Archer and 2^ young Irish dramatic critic named 
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George Bernard Shaw. Archer, who never grew old, but always 
looked rather parsonically Victorian, long-feced, and with thin, 
plastered hair, was one of those curiously non-priggish reformers 
who began to flourish in the eighteen-eighties (Havelock Ellis was 
another of them), and who did such disinterested work in the cause 
of what they believed to be truth. It was H. G. Wells who first 
referred to Archer’s “unscrupulous integrity,” and this variation of 
the comn^n phrase pleased all who heard it. There was indeed so 
overwhelming an air of patient honesty about Archer that he might 
have struck a superficial observer as dull and half dead. In the 
theatre, for which he had an inexplicable passion, to the end of his 
life, he would very silently and absorbedly sit through the worst of 
plays; and in the intervals between the acts he would draw from his 
pocket a little book which he would read with similar absorbedness 
until the curtain rose once more. There used to be the wildest guesses 
at the nature of tliis little book; but I believe it was often a detective 
story. It used also to be said that Archer had the power to sleep 
through a bad play, rousing himself by unerring instinct when any¬ 
thing of importance occurred on the stage; but this was the surmise 
of those less conscientious than himself, who mistook immobility 
for slumber. His voice was low and nasal; his conversation (when¬ 
ever I heard it) was rarely about the theatre, but was always on 
grave or preposterous topics, such as suttee or the incredible cheap¬ 
ness of taxicabs in New York; he was a Rationalist and ethnologist> 
he was constantly deceived by a third-rate play merely because it was 
solemn or because it dealt with an ethical theme. And yet he com¬ 
bined enthusiasm for Ibsen and indefatigable work for the New 
Drama ^as it was called) with such open-minded friendship for those 
dramatic rivals, Shaw and Pinero and Henry Arthur Jones* and was 
so obviously able and wise and kind and honest, that although his 
translations were uninspired and his writing never lively he en¬ 
joyed the great respect even of his juniors. He continued to do this 
until his death in 1924. His one successful play, “The Green God¬ 
dess,” has not survived the Georgian era. 

The Archer translations of Ibsen were far from being the first 
or the.only translations to be attempted; but it was Archer’s per^ 
sistent advocacy and disinterested waiving of rights in the stage 
versions that enabled progressive-minded English people of the 
eighteen-nineties to see performances of some of Ibsen’s plays. 
That such audiences were astounded may be taken for granted; the 
epithets of contemporary dramatic critics survjve to please us pro¬ 
foundly. But audiences, and still more dramatiT: critics, were then 
still gravely* concerned with the original plays and adaptations of 
Sydney Grundy, the Lyceum antiques, and productions much more 
shoddy »than these. Perhaps they ^re to be forgiven for being 
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shocked. The truth is that there were Movements afoot. A.new 
generation, in the phrase of the hour, was “knocking at the door.” 
Another provincial (or perhaps he ought rather to be called a 
foreigner) had arrived in London, and was casting'what afterwards 
he pretended was normal eyesight upon the city and the English. 
He had not heard of Ibsen when he arrived; but he was ready for 
Ibsen. He was ready for anybody and everything. His name was 
George Bem&rd Shaw; and he hailed from Dublin, wl^re poets, 
dramatists, politicians, and inexhaustible talkers are common 
phenomena. 


ii. George Bernard Shaw 

**Gloria (sweeping round at him again). What gifts were you bom with, pray? 
Valentine. Lightness of heart.” 

You Never Can TelL 

S HAW was bom on July 26th, 1856. He was the youngest of three 
children, and the only boy. His father was a wholesale corn- 
dealer, and his mother was the daughter of a country gentleman 
named Guriy. Having quite early in life established his independence 
by a refusal to go to church, young Shaw had some schooling of the 
ordinary kind men available; and at the age of fifteen became a clerk 
ia ^e ofl&ct of a land agent, where he proved himself so .clear¬ 
headed that he was soon made cashier and accountant. Clear¬ 
headedness, Shaw discovered, is rare. But he was so modest that 
his advancement seemed to him to be due to something else^some- 
thirig later remarked by Cleopatra: 

“Cleopatra: No, no: it is not that I am so clever, but that the 
others are so stupid. 

PoTHiNOS (musingly): Truly, that is the great secret.’" 

It is the way in which genius first explains its own superiority to 
the rest of mankind. 

Within a year, Shaw’s mother and sisters left Dublin, the mother 
to teach music in London and the sisters to make their own careers. 
Shaw for a tin;e stayed where he was; but when he was twenty he 
too left Dublin for London. He nwer recovered from this plunge j 
for he fell in love with the English (as Henry James did), 19 mnu 
been explaining them to himself ever since. 

Shaw first noticed, and was baffled by, the facfc that the English 
have a habit of ignoring everything but what they wish to see. It is 
the primary act of good breeding in England, and is disconcerting to 
strangers. Also, at that time, t];ie Efiglish had not been shaken by a 
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few events which have occurred since; they were calm, prosperous, 
perhaps rather complacent. Shaw’s admiration was thus of the 
exasperated ki^^d which shows him to have fallen in love with the 
people in spite of his better judgment. 

His judgment told him that England was in a muddle morally 
and industrially. It told him that the English were smug, com¬ 
fort-loving, half-asleep. Their terrible incuriosity affronted him. 
And yet from that day onward Shaw gave his life to the English, 
woo ing th em with all the blandishments of insult (of which he was a 
master) and the ^arm of his incessant vnf; until the English, at 
first ignoring Tiim, became successively amused* by a jackanapes, 
stimulated by a humorous, truth-loving scourge, enthralled by an 
original dramatist beside whom all other dramatists were tame, 
annoyed by a schoolmaster who lectured while bombs .were being 
drppped, eager to be friends again, in the English way, as soon as the 
row subsided; and at last reached a state of impatient pride in an 
octogenarian chatterbox and a nonagenarian classic. Shaw’s wooing 
of Britannia was successful years ago; but he was too modest to 
believe it. While Britannia waited with reserved amorousness for his« 
embrace, Shaw, like John Tanner, kept on talking. He never knew] 
when to kiss. 

But in his early days he was serious enough in his wooing. He 
was not merely the joke Irishman wrecked upon a strange coast-and 
demanding of ihe first person he met “Phwat’s the gov®ernment (SfS^ 
this counthry? I’m agin it!” The England to which he came in the 
eighteen-seventies was an England drowsy with prosperity, yet 
stirring^with anarchy. Its typical citizens Believed that the best form 
of government was one which interfered as little as possiblfi^with the 
world as it then was. Laissez faire. Let well (or ill) alone. The 
English were Christians or Rationalists and Utilitarians; but in any 
case they w^fe largely materialists. Even young people of the day 
were engaged in reading John Stuart Mill, Malthus, Ingersoll, 
Darwin, Spencer, and Tyndall, all of whom, whether Christians or 
Agnostics, had conducted animal, vegetable, or mineral research, 
and all of whom, whatever they might say about the Primal Cause 
and the Unknowable, had unsettled the religious beliefs of their 
readers. 

Shaw’s religious beliefs, long his own, were not unsettled by 
what he now read. But when he was barely a man he had one or 
two shocks of another kind. First of all, he heard Henry George 
speak, and was converted Jo Socialism; and s^^rondly he read Ae 
I ‘‘Kapital” of Ka?l Marx, and was converted to revolutionism. He 
formed a friendship with Sidney Webb, who, although ah xinim- 
i pressive public figure and a poor speaker, pos sessed a n acute a nd 
^ well-stoi^d brain, and was able to sc?e in Shaw an ided intellectud 
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foil and partner. He also made the acquaintance of Edward-Car¬ 
penter and Henry Salt, whose idols were Thoreau and Whitman, 
and through whose influence he became a Shelleyan, a Vegetarian, 
and a Humanitarian. He learned to declaim against hanging, 
flogging, and anything known as sport. He began to dress as a 
Simple-lifer; he went without an overcoat and wore astonishing 
woollen gloy^es; he stood at street corners upon soap-boxes and 
harangued loiterers. From the point of view of the average English¬ 
man, Shaw was in a fair way to become a crania - 

In 1884 Shaw weighed 142 pounds. His height, without shoes, 
was six feet one inch. He was lean, pale-faced, bearded, rather 
ginger, with blue-grey eyes and small hands. Upon a soap-box he 
may well have looked eight feet tall, and^of course far above the 
heads of such men as gathered to listen, ^o look down upon an 
audience is to feel mastery of it^ence tho soap-box, the platform, 
and the stage, Shaw was alwa}^ above his audience. He did not 
know what passed in the minds of individual listeners. He did not 
become a crank, because he had great humour and great shrewdness,, 
and he was very ambitious. But he was confirmed by his soap-box 
altitude in a truly aristocratic contempt for democracy, ‘‘the last 
refuge of cheap misgovernment.” He threw over the respectable 
bourgeois, agnostic, and materialistic thinkers who in adolescence 
'■’had-impressed him. Altruism, he found, had higher, colder reaches 
^lan theirs; and upon thcTwhole he preferred the nobility of Shelley 
and the passionate economics of Marx to their philosophy of the 
merely good and useful. Also, whether by reading Samuel Butler 
at this time or not I do not know, he found reason to reject, not 
evolution^ but the Darwinian theory that variation of species was 
due to blind accident. Lamarck, many years before, had suggested 
that variation arose from a “sense of need” or the impulse towards 
improvement; and this suggestion, so brilliantly reinforced by 
Butler in “Life and Habit,” always had for Shaw an irresistible 
charm. Blind accident was the horror of his life; a world in which 
^nothing was ever attempted because all was hopelessly evolutionary 
iwould have been, for him, intolerable. Since he, Shaw, wanted to 
make a new earth, that \vas proof that man had arisen through the 
desire of lower forms' of life to “better themselves.” He felt that 
even the amoebae must have had their Shaws, working towards a 
higher excellence. 

/ Another discovery he made wa$ Woman. To his surprise, the 
young, consciously'dntellectual and revolutionary women of that 
era were greatly drawn—as they would be to-day, or at any time— 
to a handsome and talkative young Irishman, attractively rufous, 
and with a baffling habit of turning to nonsense any approach to a 
Very Serious Subject Indeed. "^They came closer, fascinate*d by his 
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eloqu^ce and charm; and Shaw, at first not quite understanding the 
possessive aim of these ladies (possessiveness being a non-Shavian 
trait, and thus outside his comprehension), kept on talking and 
edging away in perfect good humour. At length he was compelled 
to realize his own attractiveness; and, just a« he had explained in 
Cleopatra’s way clear-headed superiority to others, so now, in his 
modesty, he sought to explain biologically what most men would 
smirkingly have set down, in Gissing’s phrase, to ^‘sexual jpreful- 
gence.” Sfiaw was a natural ascetic. Not himself, but some strange 
gen’eral necessity, he thought, must cause these women to mistake 
his laughing eloquence for wooing and come a-wooing in earnest. 
He began to long for the peace which equality of the sexes would 
give him; and so threw his weight into the campaign for women’s 
rights and the development of women as rational creatures. 

Shaw had started with a combination of Irish clear-headedness 
and English humour that made him different from all other men. 
He had inherited a love of music and an exceptionally accurate 
ear. He had discovered the revolutionary music of Wagner and the 
revolutionary theory of class war propounded by Marx. He was a 
Lamarckian or Butlerian evolutionist because any action not dic¬ 
tated by the intelligence was abhorrent to him. When, presently, 
he discovered the revolutionary drama of Ibsen, so vigorous, so 
critical, and so moral, he was again deeply impressed; and when at 
last (although this did not happen until much later) he re^d ‘^Beyond 
Good and Evil,” and found in that work the first expressioA m 
Nietzsche’s doctrine of the Life Force, he felt that he really under¬ 
stood everything that was to be known about the world of men. The 
Life Force was the phrase he needed to crystallize his belief in 
purposeful evolution. It was the phrase he needed to explain the 
behaviour of those women whose intellectualism was but a prelude 
1 to courtship.. He adopted it. To the roles of economist, vegetarian, 
ifevblufiohiity, musician, and reluctant lover he added that of 
prophet and philosopher. 

While first living in shabby gentility in London he had written 
some novels; but dthough these novels are highly readable, and 
foil of effective dialogue, they were neither overwhelmingly 
excellent nor acceptable to the publishers of the time. AccordiMly 
they made no appearance in book form. The young Shaw, baffled 
to fight better, turned from novels to art criticism, music criticism, 
and finally to dramatic criticism. This was for the purpose of earning 
a living. For diversion and training, as well as for the love of argu¬ 
ment, he joined^ all sorts of debating societies, spoke in public, 
formed a large circle of acquaintances, and in his own wgrds was 
^*up to the neck in the life of his time.” He should have said that 
he was the life of his time *Trom the neck upwards.” 
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T he first time I ever saw Shaw was at a lecture delivered by G. K. 

Chesterton (from notes hastily made while the chairman “intro¬ 
duced” him) before the Humanitarian Society. Chesterton suggested 
cheerfully that Humanitarianism, like Charity, should begin, but 
did not beg/n, with one’s next-door neighbour; and he em- 
bfntd erpd this so und proposition with his own fancies'until the 
meeting seethed with misunderstanding. I, a boy, sniggered wiA 
delight at th^j ferocious e xclamations uttered all about ifHrbyThe 
humane. Just as hysteria threatened to ruin the meeting, a tall, bony, 
energetic man with a bro gue and a brain sprang to his feet near the 
low platform. With his hands upon his hips, his head back, his 
words full of subtle aitche s and lovely variations-of-emphasis, he 
put everybody right. The lecturer was eclipsed; the audience was 
appeased; everybody clapped and glowed; my friends said “Well, 
that was Shaw.’’ We streamed out of the haU filled with elation. 

Shaw said he had nothing of a voice; but he knew how to pro¬ 
duce it. When he spoke, his Irish accent, and still more his Irish 
intonation, captivated the English ear. He seemed to sing. More- 
over,le'wrmen think as clearly and adroitly as he does or can express 
themselves as clearly and adroitly as he can. He was a first-class 
^ebater. Oij that occasion, as on many others, he triumphed because 
he "knew perfectly well what he was saying and doi’ng. It is a tare 
accomplishment in a public speaker. 

From the time when he first spoke to an audience Shaw lived 
in the eye of the world as few men other than leading actors and 
politician do. He had little or no private life as the ordinary citiaen 
knows it. His job was to reform mankind, and he went about his 
task day in, day out, from morning to night, from the day, 
back in the nineteenth century, when'he first heard Henry George 
speak. 

How did he do it? By means of plays, prefaces, lectures and 
pamphlets; by means of earnest sincerity presented with such a 
flow of nonsensical high spirits that it passed often enough for 
pro yoca<ive~ foIlv T New readers, coming in these days to Shaw’s 
•< 5 S 5 ngs, cannot possibly understand what was the effect of those 
'writings at the time of their first appearance. “It is peculiar to 
original genius,” says Coleridge, “to become less and less striking, 
in proportion to its success in impro'ving the taste and judgment of 
its contemporariesf’ And Shaw’s alleged love ^f Mradox, now 
cheapened in its undergraduate gown of the inverted obvious, 'was 
in fiict the disconcerting candour of the child in Hans Andersen’s 
story of “The En^eror’s New _Qothes.” It is no longer novpl; some 
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of the arguments which now pass for truisms seemed in those olden 
days, to the sedately mi^(^e-hea^^ the sheerest acrobatics; and 
furthermore 'SBaw rH His life belittled his own gifts. He did what 
Jack Point promised when he told Wilfred Shadbolt that he would 
‘‘teach thee all my original songs, my self-constructed riddles, my 
own ingenious paradoxes; nay more, I will reveal to thee the source 
whence I get them.” Shaw told the world that his ideas were derived 
from Wagner, Ibsen, Samuel Butler, and Nietzsche, and that his 
characters Wre stolen from Dickens. There is not a word of truth 
in all this. The cast of his mind, his mingling of kindness with an 
impatience of fools, his mingling of sense and nonsense, was al¬ 
together natural and peculiar. He had that intellectual simplicity to 
which all ideas are, as it were, foreknown. He wrote in the manner 
of Ibsen before ever reading Ibsen; Wagner was a fellow-revolu¬ 
tionary; Nietzsche merely gave him the formula, the phrase, neces¬ 
sary for the expression of his own views, Samuel Butler had almost 
privately written down thoughts long familiar to Shaw. 

“Whatever in those climes he found 
Irregular in sight or sound 
Did to his mind impart 
A kindred impulse, seemed allied 
To his own powers, and justified 
The workings of his heart.** 

• • 

It is necessary to mention these other writers, and no doubt it 
was nece-ssary for Shaw to mention them, because otherwise some 
burrowiiig nonentity with a craze for parallels would almost cer¬ 
tainly have accusea him of plagiarism, and because S 13 w, as a 
solitary phenomenon, would even now seem too good to be true. 
But once they are mentioned an explanation of Shaw’s boasted 
indebtedness' suggests itself. He was always a lonely man, both 
socially and intellectually; and he never wanted to be lonely. He 
said he “had not the great man feeling.” Just as, when he found 
himself abler than others, he explained the matter by supposing the 
others to be very stupid, and just as he explained his unsought 
attractiveness to women by reference, not to himself, but to a 
mysterious driving power, the Life Force, which compelled women 
to take the initiative in love, so he never believed in his own 
originality, but proclaimed incalculable debts in order to escape the 
charge. Very vain he may have been; but no man ever tried to 
express a more naodest estimate of his own talenft. 

* It is true that Dickens—and also Bunyan—showed him how 
characters, to entertain, must have objective consistency, how they 
must be .broadly outlined and self-explanatory (what E. M. Forster 
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calls “fiat”), and how if seen with cxultauJ: and exaggerative humour 
such characters are manipulable at will by the expert dramatist. 
It is true that Nietzsche at his best throws off ideas so instantaneously 
convincing that a superficial reader believes theha to be his own 
inspirations, and a modest one the teachings of a master (but Freud 
and other great men have the same instant convincingness), and that 
the idea of the Life Force was due for revival when Shaw gave it 
dramatic expression. It is equally true that Ibsen, once h^s work was 
known, must have influenced any man already determined to express 
moral ideas in dramatic form. But Shaw’s real impetus came from 
something else. 

I said just now that Shaw was a first-class debater. I think the 
reason why he became a dramatist was that when as a young man he 
spent his evenings in debate he always found the opposition so weak 
that he longed to take both sides—all sides—himself, just to show 
how a case should be conducted. Most of Ws plays are dramatic 
debates, interspersed with farcical incidents/The brilliance of the 
conversation may at times blind us to some athargy of invention; 
but we have often in retrospect a little discomfort when'we feattSK 
that only a scuffle or some desperate turn has brought to an end 
arguments wfiich, uninterrupted, might be going on to this houM 
Shaw could always think of something more to say; he was nev« 
at.the end of the matter, so that he had to write long and very 
.^^eloquent prefaces to his plays to incorporate all that he was not able 
to^ say in the plays themselves, or all that occurred to him on kindred 
subjects after the plays were written; and he several times cruelly 
oyer-estimated, in prefaces as in the theatre, an audience’s'power of 
continuous attention. But in spite of all this the plays conquered 
because ‘they were so much more amusing and interesting and 
stimulating than any other plays of their period; and it is necessary 
that this fact should be recognized before all others. 

They did not conquer without difficulty. Although Shaw was 
known as a writer and pamphleteer and speaker, he was regarded by 
theatrical managers as a hopeless investment for them. Cursed as 
theatrical managers always are with the belief that only cretins pay 
for stalls in theatres, these men had marked him down as one 
doomed for ever to Sunday evening performances to the loud- 
voiced intellectual snobs of the Edwardian Stage Society. But they 
were wrong; and when the public, in disgust at everything associated 
in its mind with the humiliations of the Boer War, threw over its 
old literary favourites, the way was opened for Shaw and other new 
figures. They stepped forward. ^ 

Shaw was enabled to do so because a young actor named Harley^ 
Granville Barker and a young impresario named J. E. Vedrenne had 
joined forces in leasing the CQurt 37 ieatfe in Sloane Squara, Chelsea. 
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Here, were given some matindc performances of “Candida,” with 
Barker in the role of Marchbanks; and here, too, other plays, by 
Galsworthy, St. John Hankin, John Masefield, and Barker himself, 
were intermingldd with a host of plays by Shaw. Since Ireland was 
prominently in the news. Shawls Irish play, “John Bull's Other 
Island,” was given its first London production. It created a 


furore 


'‘"’"ohe pljiy, which flattered and ridiculed English add Irish alike, 
made everybody laugh. It made everybody feel that he was thinking 


hard and wisely about politics and human nature. Instead of being 


“buffoon” and “charlatan,” Shaw became with .all the politically 
minded bourgeois—^who are the really stupid English (the rest of the 
community being not so much stupid as ingeniously idle)—“a queer 


fellow—quite a genius in his way.” He had reached the public. 


Young men and women, the modest equivalent in those days of our 
black-hatted or bare-headed devourers of whatever is the latest 


fashion in literature, had for years taken him very seriously indeed. 
They had discussed him, over nuts and barley water, over red ties 
and straggly beards; and had resolved long ago that it was proper 
to be “modern” in the Shavian way. But after the success of “John 
Bull's Other Island” there was little intellectual superiority to be 
felt by old-time Shavians. Quite conventional people came and went 
in a state of bewilderment as the result of contact with new emotions 


and new aspects of the social picture. I well remember walking' 
home after a Shaw performance with one extremely conventional 
young woman, typ^l of the hour. She was silent for a longtime. 
At last she said: ^ne really doesn't know what to think]/ The 
leaven was working: I fear she subsequently became a Positivist. 

It was a new experience for English theatre audiences to see plays 
which presented, not a situation twisted for the sake of arousing 
superficial excitement or amatory prowess, or for the sake of driving 
home f6r the millionth time some,creaky moral obsolete in every 
place but the theatre, but the fantastic world of a soa'al and political 
revolutionary. Whatever the artistic faults of the Shavian drama, 
when these plays were new they did without any question change 
theatre-going from a habit to an event. At their worst they seemed 
endless; but at their best they roused and rewarded the audience as 
oxygen revives the cellar-dweller. 

Shaw's fame grew and grew. He was more and more successful. 
True, even after the accession of King George he was arraigned by 
dramatic critics on the ground that he could not write a play; but he 
^ was generally adhiired as a man of extraordin&y gifts. His more 
recent reputation, which has sometimes verged upon idolatry (but 
fashions pass quickly nowadays), demonstrates his virtual creation 
of the Georgian mentality out of nothing. 
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r‘THB Devil . . . The truth is, you have—won*t say no heart; fot we all know 

tharbeneath all your afFccted cynicism you have a warm one- 

Man and Superman, 

T he plays seemed to the generation that first saw them the most 
ruthless bf destructive humours. We, being. jtuQte lajU'hless th^^^^ 
Shaw (who could not hurt a fly, and who would hurt a man, even a 
fool and an opponent, only because he could not see or hear him), 
find them gentle. At first they emphasized the rentiei:^.s moral 
obligation to invest his money in untainted concerns, or laughed at 
the difficulties of a lover who in spite of every Shavian device could 
not get rid of a supplanted mistress, or showed what a shock a 
modern girl might have if she found that her mother, a self-made 
woman, lived comfortably on the proceeds of Continental brothels. 
Or they told the world that poets have their dreams and clergymen 
of upright character their mystical weaknesses, or that a supposed 
nc*er-do-well has his code of honour, or that a brigand would be as 
much a slave to Ellen Terry as any dramatist, or that you have only 
to put on a false nose and talk a lot of nonsense to bring sanity into a 
situation hitherto impossible. The first three of these plays were 
labelled ‘‘unpleasant.*^ One of them was found by the British 
"sT)ramatic Censorship so distasteful that its public performance was 
forbidden altogether. 

But it was not the themes of the plays that upset all who objected 
to Shaw. It was their verbal irreverence. Not what they said, but the 
nasty way they said it. Tq a people accustomed since the death of 
Dickens to a serious treatment of serious matters, a mocking attitude 
towards morals, parents, and respectability was abhorrent. Few 
except the dramatic critics—and even to-day there are not half a 
dozen dramatic critics in England who can criticize a play—knew 
what the author was after. The public liked, and wanted to see, 
plays in which after a ^riod of delicious suspense morality was 
sententiously triumphant These were not such plays. The honour 
due to parents was*mocked in them; indeed, the parents were made 
such crass humbugs that it would have been impossible to honour 
them. The poet, instead of being a defeated seducer, left the theatre 
without a stain upon his character. Dick Dudgeon seemed almost 
to have been ready to sacrifice himself because he had an idea in his 
head, and not because (which would have been quite comprehensibly 
in accord with stage convention) he was romantically in love with a ^ 
myried woman. They were queer stuff: were they “art”? 

lArt was a new thing in Hterature'^it was usually associated with 
thobe who 
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‘ Valked down Piccadilly 
with a poppy or a lily 
in their mediaeval hands,” 

and there was nothing at all aesthetic in Shaw. Nor had these plays 
‘‘dignity and memory and measure,” in Henry J^es's sense. 
But then Shaw had said of James that “his intellectual Fastidiousness 
remains untouched by the resurgent energy and wilfulness of the 
new spirit. It takes us back to the exhausted atmosphere of George 
Eliot, Huxley, and Tyndall, instead of thrusting u^ forward into the 
invigorating strife raised by Wagner, Ibsen, and Sudermann.” He 
did not want to write like Henry James or Oscar Wilde, like Pinero 
and Henry Arthur Jones. Instead, he wanted, apparently, to make 
jokes in very bad taste at the expense of mothers and fathers, and 
rake up a lot of disagreeable stuff about slums and brothels, and libel 
young English womanhood. Such a man could safely be left to the 
dramatic critics. 

But what then? The dramatic critics were in the position of all 
critics who are governed by formula and who are called upon to 
deal with a writer who acts upon his own assumption that “the 
golden rule is that thereds no golden rule.” They laughed in the 
theatre; and then—it is always done—they went away and announced 
that Shaw had written another play which (a) was not a f^lay, and.(L/ 
was inferior to its predecessors from the same agile pen. In this way 
they kept the theatre sweet for adaptations from the Palais Royal 
and the lighter or heavier productions of others. 

We cannot do what contemporary critics did, for Shaw cannot 
now be budged from his place among the stars. But we can at least 
agree that the earlier plays were less entertaining than the plays of 
Shaw’s maturity, and that they were inferior in everything except 
genius to the plays that thousands of well-educated young writers of 
to-day can produce. But they were the prentice work of a born 
.dramatist, a man to whom talking and writing (with him the acts 
are almost inseparable, so much has his writing the ideal conver¬ 
sational quality of emphatic lucidity) were the most enjoyable of all 
occupations. All*the characters in these plays were bursting with 
talk. As characters they may have been rough and not unfamiliar; 
but when they talked Aey were reanimated with original life. The 
talk in “The Philanderer” is even better. It is fuller of high spirits. 
Moreover the play itself shows a movement aw|y from mechanism 
• and towards spontaneity. Shaw, willy nilly, was to have a brief 
flirtation with art. It was to last until he had written “Candida,” 
“The Devil’s Disciple,” and “Arms and the Man.” 

The hst-named, ajfarcic^J cofnedy, is the best of all his plays in 
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the respect that it is the simplest and clearest of them. It is based upon 
a good comic theme, and it deals with that theme dramatically and 
without excursions. The scene is a house somewhere in the Balkans, 
a district which came into the news in the mid-eighties with the 
first Balkan War; and there are only half a dozen characters in the 
play. All of these characters are original, from the sentimental, un¬ 
truthful girl Raina and her brave but self-deceiving fianc6 to the 
practical Swiss who puts everybody and everything to .rights and 
meets his matrimonial fate with philosophy. The whole play has a 
natural and happy development from its opening passages; and it is 
full of little surprises that are heightened because one secs them an 
instant before they occur. The play is in consequence extraordinarily 
effective in the theatre. It is more effective now than it was when 
Shaw, taking his call after the first performance, and in reply to a 
solitary booer, said politely: ‘T quite agree with you, sir. But what 
are we among so many?” Not only has it become more pointed, so 
that every point may be said to make itself, but its wisdom is more 
immediately appreciated. That is what emphasises its classic quality 
and gives one the sense of enjoying and praising a work that has 
lived through its own generation and found continued life in ours. 

‘*Arms and the Man” shows that Shaw had abandoned realism 
for evef. His sole connection with it henceforward was to be a per¬ 
sistent anti-romanticism. Where the realist coolly and fatalistically 
'^hgws the i?ievitable sequence of events—^Ibsen in his social plays is a 
realist,—Shaw leaps hither and thither among solemn follies and 
makes them ridiculous. He shows in this play, with a glee akin to 
that of Moli^re, the absurd impulse to lie and to pose which is 
dominanf in men and women. And, instead of allowing the lie to 
persist, and even to triumph, as a realist might justifiably have done, 
he makes every lie achieve the ignominy of ludicrous exposure. 
That is an unmistakable mark of comic genius, and h*?. the field of 
farcial comedy “Arms and the Man” remains unequalled in Shawls 
work. 

Bright and amusing though it is, “You Never Can Tell” has no 
theme to carry the delightful nonsense. Parents, those butts of 
Shavian and post-Shavian drama, are rnade^ to look absurd—the 
guying of mothers was a part of the campaign for youth the results 
of which did not please too well the author of “Too True to be 
Good”;—children arc pleasantly unruly and impertinent; young 
lovers quickly reach an understanding. But false noses, ludicrous 
discomfitures of ^e irascible, waiters whose sons arc famous 
barristers, and fun'about a dental chair do not qv/itc carry the play 
beyond hotch-potch. Perhaps for the first time in his* plays Shaw 
allows us to notice his inability to distinguish between what is good 
and what is not so good in hio own work. 
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Much better and wiser, and more characteristic of the author’s 
mind, are the two moralities, ‘‘Candida” and “The Devil’s Dis¬ 
ciple,” in which the chief characters illuminate what Dean Inge 
calls the “absolute values” of goodness, beauty, and truth. They do 
right from a natural impulse to do right. The two plays illustrate 
another of Shaw’s beliefs, comprehension of which is much overlaid 
in the minds of those who refer to themselves as “my generation.” 
This belief is in the power of virtue. Candida and Dudgeon are both 
—like Shaw—self-sufficient and self-sacrificing; but they are able to 
sacrifice themselves without weakness and without heroics because 
they are both above fear and temptation. Shaw is not a puritan 
(who wishes to impose his own strictness upon others), but a 
naturally virtuous man; and to the world a naturally virtuous man 
appears to be cold, through disinterestedness, censorious, through 
ignorance of the charms of sin, and superior, through excess of 
reason. Shaw never had a sense of superiority; he had merely a sense 
that all other men must be fools who humbug themselves. He was 
never censorious. But from the fact that his ideal life is the con¬ 
templative life one may gather that the object of his worship was 
always wisdom, of which, indeed, the majority of men have little 
knowledge. 

“The Devil’s Disciple” and “Candida” are not the plays by Shaw 
which have most impressed the public (although George Jean 
Nathan has long distinguished the latter, and many people pio’uslv 
suppose it an "attempt of the Life Force to put Barrie’s ink Jhto 
Shaw’s pen); but they show that behind all bravura his spiritual 
assumptions arc quite as simple as those of his own Joan of Arc, and 
not unlike them. The machinery of both plays is adequate, bui^not 
inspired; both have some amusing sketches of character* both are 
still easy and agreeable to read or see in the theatre. But it is because 
they express ^ith such veracity the positive Shavian conception of 
persona*! viftue and personal strength that they are important. In 
my opinion they are, with “Arms and the Man” (because of its 
classic quality) and “Man and Superman” (because of its richness), 
the best of Shaw’s dramatic works. They have not had anything like 
the influence of “Man and Superman.” 

Owing to the fact that the whole of “Man and Superman” is 
hardly ever seen upon the stage, but only the more farcical flight of 
John Tanner,, embodiment jc^ his creator’s coyness and garrulity, 
from the boa-constricto^ Ann^ many theatre-goers believe that the 
Sujpetnian is Wom^^ The fundamental seriousness of Shaw in this 
play, and She extraordinary beauty of the interlude in Hell, are alike 
ignored, and the play as performed is only a joke in three acts. 
Hence its popularity. Shaw, meaning to help along the mind of the 
race, roysed in beholders of “]Man and Superman” nothing but 
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laughter and concupiscence. It is a misfortune, and one for which 
he cannot have been in the very least prepared. Among those who 
neither see plays nor read them, but who rely entirely upon hearsay \ 
for their news of wisdom, he contributed to the modern man’s 
sense of helplessness before the predatory Female. That was not his 
design. Nor was it his design that “Man and Superman” should 
be thought of as a sort of Clo Graves farce, like “Mother of Three.” 
But without ethe interlude this play, as performed, is hardly more 
than a feast of back-chat. What is it, indeed, but the picture of a liar 
and a gossip, a concealed marriage between two other young people, 
and a collection of discomfited elders? Ann Whitefield, resolved (at 
the bidding of the Life Force) to marry her true mate, John Tanner, 
succeeds in spite of his wild motor journey to escape her, his capture 
by brigands, and his protestation to the last that he will not succumb. 
To most people there is nothing more in the play than that. Was it 
not a weakness in Shaw that he should have had to supplement his 
farce with an explanatory play, a preface of great length, and a whole 
collection of maxims under the title of “The Revolutionist’s Hand¬ 
book”? 

You could never have convinced him of that; and it is quite true 
that as a whole, with interlude, revolutionary postscript, and a 
brilliant jumble of preface which darts from Don Juan to the duel 
of sex, from Shakespeare to politics, from Bimyan to art for art’s 
sake (art for art’s sake does not stand a dog’s chance), it is an e^jytpme- 
^'f 6ha\^’s genius. If this were the only work of its author to"survive 
a cataclysm it would still provide laborious delvers with materials 
for treatise after treatise concerning Shaw. The preface illustrates 
in 'perfection his belief that “effectiveness of assertion is the Alpha 
and Omega of style”; the four-act play betrays the beginning of his 
break-up as a dramatic craftsman; the “Revolutionist’s Handbook,” 
a medley of opinions, is in itself proof of the opulence of a talent 
calculated to stretch the covers of any book; and the complete work 
is so full of life, thought, argument, and eloquence that it shows the 
author (then at the height of his powers) as an original and creative 
genius of first-class importance in modern letters. 

“Man and Superman” belongs to the twentieth century. It was 
published in 1903. Shaw followed it with many plays, one at least 
of them a very ambitious attempt to express the philosophy of his old 
age. This, “Back to Methuselah,” is so long that one would have to 
emulate the ardent Wagneiite in order to see the whole of it per¬ 
formed in the theatre. I have not seen it. I can judge it only from the 
printed text, which is disappointing. The play begyis in Eden, and it 
ends far in the future, when life has become as humpurless as it 
always seems to do in imaginative pictures of an ideal state. In this 
play Shaw is very serious indeed. The brilliance of “J^an and 
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Superman” is left far behind. But while the play is no doubt packed 
with wisdom it is less entertaining, and therefore less successful, than 
others which the author undertook with less serious purpose. Much 
more excitement was caused in the theatre world of London by a 
later, very slight, and extremely comic peep into the future called 
‘‘The Apple Cart.” 

“The Apple Cart” was one of the author’s most successful plays. • 
It was successful in spite of a perfect rage of condemAation on the 
part of tK*e dramatic critics. These odd persons declared that Shaw ^ 
had betrayed the cause of democracy, and gone back upon all the 
lessons of his own earlier teaching. But they were.wrong: Shaw had 
never been a democrat. He was always, politically, something of a 
realist. And if a dictatorship would give mankind a chance of 
escaping from the dead weight of democratic doctrine he would 
support a dictatorship, whether totalitarian or not. His question was 
“Will it work?” So in “The Apple Cart” J^ie made a dictatorship 
work. He so much enjoyed the knockabout portions of the play that 
he affronted once again, as he had always done, the uncommonly 
serious. But he did once again what he had so often done—^he 
made people angry; he made them argumentative; he stirred the 
sluggard^by means of a little charge of dynamite. That was always 
his strength as pnIiticf i^L44=uttl»efj^ and his strength as a lively 
dramatist—the power to make ideas amusing. As to the ultimate 
truth or otherwise of his ideas the critic of his work, it ssems to me^ 
has no concern. It is enough that it is self-consistent and his own. 

I take the view of Arthur Symons, that ‘^riticism is a valuation of 
forces: it is indifferent to their direction.’Af one is a politician first, 
one disagrees with this proposition; but one restricts one’s approval 
to a small body of tendentious work and shuts one’s min<f to every¬ 
thing else and so to wisdonyTherefore I say that it does not matter 
to the critic ^f literature-^lthough it matters, of course, to the 
polemisr=^hether Shaw’s immediate teaching is acceptable or not: 
what matters in literature is the vitality of the work. And “The 
Apple Cart,” although far below Shaw’s finest work, has a life of its 
own. Not one of its critics has the talent to write anything a tenth 
part as stimulating. 

Many Shavians bcUeve that this “finest work” is to be found in 
“Saint Joan.” I do not. The play is an admirable essay in the 
dramatic chronicle form invented anew by John Drinkwater with 
“Abraham Lincoln,” and continued by'him with “Robert E. Lee,” 
“Mary, Queen of Scots,” and others. It has many beauties. It is very 
exciting. It is sh'Ot through and through with Shaw’s unsurpassed 
lucidity. But it owed its popularity to the fact that respectable people, 
long shy of a revolutionary who was also an irreverent, found as 
they thought a new seriousness, a neyf faith, in an author whom they 
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longed to admire because he was getting so old; and it was prised 
by dramatic critics because the hour had struck and Shaw was due 
for acclaim. Such gratification as was felt at the thought that he had 
given up teasing arose from ignorance of the author’is mind. If 
these same thankful stalwarts of conventional faith had studied **The 
Devil's Disciple" and ‘‘Candida," and if they had listened to William 
Poel's delightful performance of Father Keegan in “John Bull's 
Other Island," or better still if they had read with attention any torge 
stretch of Shaw's criticism of other authors, they would have known 
that throughout his life, whenever he cared to do so, he employed an 
almost divine gift of understanding the good, the simple, and the 
unpretending. Because he was so much a propagandist he was 
forced to attack ideas the virtue of which he well knew, but he was 
never a blind man. Having been wound up, as it were, to talk for 
twenty-four hours a day, he had no opportunity of listening to any¬ 
body but himself; that was his public performance, and it is due to 
this public performance that his name is known to more human 
beings than the name pf any other modern author, not excepting 
Wells. But nobody could talk so much as Shaw without becoming 
familiar with his own performance, and while still perfectly able to 
startle and anger millions of stupid people—merely by pressing the 
old button,—he did not reach great old age without the restorative 
refreshment of quietism. He could as well have written “Saint 
^oan" in 1^03 as 1923 if he had wished; but in 190^ he was busy 
up6n something else. 

Shaw could not be a reformed character. He was always Shaw. 
And he recognized throughout his life the value of work by other 
authors, even though it was work antipathetic to him. He sat 
devotedly in the uncomfortable seats of innumerable theatres and 
perceived and remembered the talents of actors and actresses 
struggling with bad small parts. He was ever a chivalrqus opponent. 
He was so kind to those less kind than himself as to be beset merci¬ 
lessly by spongers and favour-hunters. He was modest, polite, and 
considerate to strangers whom he could have eaten (had he been 
ommvorous) out of hand. These traits are worth pondering in 
connection"^ with his genius. They can be set beside his notorious 
self-advertising, which in comparison with the laborious and point¬ 
less self-advertisement of a hundred modern quack-authors was 
positively reticent, and which was always imdertaken as publicity 
for his ideas as well as publicity for himself. And while it is true that 
he made his characters say and do many things upon the stage with 
the sole object of^/aising a laugh—as in my judgment he was en¬ 
titled to do,—^he never wrote any work with the sole object of 
exhibiting the wonders of G. B. S.^s nearly as possible, he was a 
selfless, a disinterested author, whp worked for the destruction of 
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error; and for him the whole business of any writer worth his salt 
(apart from those ‘^artists” for whom he professed such contempt 
and had in fact such respect) has been that ol arousing from sleep 
or lethargy the God or the Will in mankind, f 


V. Herbert George Wells 

f 

V‘The Owner of the Voice you must figure to yourself as a whitish plump man, a 
little under the middle size and agejwith such blue eyes as many Irishmen have, and 
agile in his movements and with a flight tonsorial baldness—a penny might cover it-^ 
of the crown. His front is convex. He droops at times like most of us, but for tho 
greater part he bears himself as valiantly as a sparrow. Occasionally his hand flics out 
with a fluttering gesture of illustration. And his Voice (which is our medium hence¬ 
forth) is an unattractive tenor that becomes at times aggressive. Him you must imagine 
as sitting at a table rcading"i"manuscript about Utopias, a manuscript he holds in two 
hands that are just a little fat at the wrist. The curtain rises upon him so. But afterwards, 
if the devices of this declining art of literature prevail, you will go with him through 
curious and interesting experiences.*' 

H. G. Wells: A Modern Utopia, 


S HAW once described himself as a ‘‘revolted bourgeois.” He might 
equally well have used the phrase “intellectual revolutionary,” for 
his aim has always been to hold a bunch of carrots before the nose of 
civilization, and not at all to flatter workers into the belief that they 
are the salt of the earth. He was never a democrat. Wells, on the 
other hand, although never a believer in votes for alL^was miuch 
more'definitely a man of the people than Shaw. His father, instead 
of being a wholesale corndealer, was a retail shopkeeper. His mother 
for some years was a domestic servant, then lady^s maid, and finally 
housekeeper in a big house in Sussex. Gardening, cricket, stop- 
keeping and service are the soil from which Wells’s nfUch more 
personal Socialism sprang in the first instance. As a boy he had to 
touch his cap to the idle rich; he listened restlessly (but with an 
excellent Vxi^mory) to the unctuous conversation of ladies’ ladies and 
gentlemen’s gentlemen; and he and his brothers were all enslaved as 
apprentices to linen-drapers through his mother’s pathetic wish that 
they might at any rate wear black coats and collars an 3 look like 
second-rate gentlefolk. 

He was born at Bromley, in Kent, now a London suburb, on 
September 21st, 1866. His birthplace was a small room over his 
father’s persistently unprosperous shop (originally established for 
the sale of glass and china, but used also for the sale of cricket bats, 
balls, and other odds and ends); and before he was fourteen he was 
tried as a shop assistant. After one or two false ytarts he spent two 
•years as apprentice to a draper in Southsea; and when desperation 
drove him to flight he was lucky enough to find a friend and employer 
in the headmaster of the Midhurst Grammar School. In 1884 he 
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applied for and obtained a scholarship as a teacher-in-training at the 
Normal School of Science (afterwards the Royal College of Science) 
at South Kensington, 

This meant that he would have just over a poudd a week to live 
on while he explored the marvels of human knowledge. “He was a 
passable-looking youngster of eighteen, fair-haired, indifferently 
barbered,” said Wells of Mr. Lewisham; “he wore ready-made 
clothes, his Black jacket of rigid line was dusted about the front 
and sleeves with scholastic chalk, and his face was downy and his 
moustache incipient.” And “he kept himself in London” (this is no 
longer Mr. tewlsham, but Hill, in “A Slip under the Microscope”) 
“on his allowance of a guinea a week, and found that, with proper 
care, this also covered his clothing allowance, an occasional water¬ 
proof collar, that is; and ink and needles and cotton, and such-like 
necessaries for a man about town.” 

To the three years of active learning, arguing, and p rentice 
writing which he enjoyed at the School of Science can be traced the 
experience upon which Wells drew in composing first of all his 
scientific romances, then his sociological criticisms and forecasts, 
and finally his novels of contemporary life. He was an ardent 
debater; he for a time edited the School maga:2ine and wrote for it; 
and although in the examination finals for June, 1887, he was 
“slaughtered,” so that he left without taking a degree, his active, 

’ incessantly curious mind had found its range and direction. He was 
to te the first scientific novelist in English literature. 

Before he became a novelist he believed—wrongly—that he had 
“snjashed a kidney atjoptball, and lost the greater part of one lung.” 
HeTiad been’*^nursed by his mother in the great house at Uppark, 
and had read an extraordinary variety of books. He had held two 
posts as assistant master, one of them under the father of A. A. 
Milne (who was one of his pupils). He had taken bis degree as 
Bachelor of Science. And, at the age of twenty-four, he liaffmarried 
for the first time. Within five years he had found his marriage a 
hampering failure, had been divorced, and had married again. 

This second marriage, to Amy Catherine Robbins, was a turning 
point in his life. Mrs. Wells was a great woman, small, very fair, 
pale, timid in manner, and in some respects curiously conventional; 
but she was a wit, she had exceptional sympathy, and to the end of 
her life was the staunch ally and helpmeet of her husband. Without 
her aid, as he more than oflee admitted. Wells could not have pro¬ 
duced anything like the amount of work he did. She was for years 
his secretary; she^yped his manuscripts, corrected his proofs, did 
much research, dealt with difficult and disagreeable correspondents, 
and acted as hostess in both London and the country to a multitude 
of visitors of every kind and colour. With her encouragement, 
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Wells from the first wrote steadily and with increasing confidence 
and success. He began with journalism and short stories; then, as 
soon as he had written one book, he wrote as if by magic a dozen 
others. Actually in two years he published nine works of fiction; and 
from the nineties onwards not a year passed which did not see one, 
two, three, or four new books of his. No wonder that he was famous 
before he was thirty 1 And no wonder that although he was ten years 
younger than Shaw he seemed for almost the whole Qf his literary 
life to be equally a one-man arsenal of new and explosive ideas I 

Apparently inexhaustible brilliance was shown in the rapidity 
with which Wells worked, in his extraordinary gift for assimilating 
facts, in the swift ease with which he communicated to the simplest 
mind the results of his observation and reflection. No contemporary 
can compare with him in this unceasing and always stimulating 
fertility. Although some of his books were less acceptable than 
others to critical judgment, he was always the champion surprise 
packet of the literary world. And while, having written so many 
books, “mood after mood of the one mind within him,” he fully 
revealed, long before his death, the entire range and degree of his 
intellect, no man could confidently prophesy, as long as he lived, 
wlmt new aspect of cosmic activity he would next choose to anal yse.^ 
Naturally this versatility and fecundity resulted in great popular 
success.tohat proved unfortunate for ms later fame; and at the 
present %me he is seen too much as an author of yestej^day al6ne. 
He was* also charged with having been inconsistent. Nothing could 
be more untrue. He was, on the contrary, particularly cons istent.; 
He always wanted the World State and all that the WorlSTState m-' 
volves. He wanted the abolition of kings and privileges. He wanted 
a new type of aristocracy, the severely self-disciplinedk Samurai. 
His views of details may have varied with the increasing awareness 
of different facets in the universal kaleidoscope; but in the main his 
constructive ideas were the same from quite early days to the end. 
That is noteworthy. 

What gave critics the excuse for suggesting waywardness is that 
Wells from time to time took up different instrument and let them fall. 
He took up the Fabian Society; but when he found that the Fabian 
Society was more Fabian than international, and that it preferred its 
own Shavian corner in ideas to any ideas that he could bring in from 
outside, he dropped it. He took up the League of Nations; but when 
he found that the League of Nations wa^ a thing of committees and 
compromises, and that it would do nothing to advance his own view 
of internationalism, he dropped that too. He took up the Labour 
• Earty, hoping that he could instil into it some of his knowledge and 
faith in a scientific future; but when he found that the Labour Party 
was a nest of private vanities and personal ambitions, wedded to 
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class'warfare, and incapable of non-political conceptions, he dropped 
it. He was never a political democrat. He was never, in the strict 
sense, a Socialist (‘‘I was never at any stage a loyal party man,’^ says 
Remington). But he was willing to take any path chat might bring 
him to his goal; and only when he found the paths leading to dead 
ends did he retrace his steps in order to get once more upon his own 
road. There is no inconsistency here, but only an excess of faith in 
the power of^the Wellsian mind to dominate the hesitations and self- 
importance of other men. 

He was always a lively and vigorous.host. His social contacts 
were innumerable. Scientists of every order, politicians of every 
party, his fellow-writers in every genre, philosophers, labourers, 
painters, actors, lawyers, and civil servants of every description all 
came within his immediate purview. Hence the thumbnail sketches 
scattered through his work of all sorts of odd types. He went here 
and there about the earth and in the air, always active, always alert, 
always storing observation with those quick eyes, that astoundingly 
rapid mind, and talking, talking with that witty, exaggerative 
tongue. There was hardly an Englishman of note whose personal 
experience Wells did not explore, whose character he did not 
assess, whose brain and temper he did not enliven. There is hardly 
a reader in the world to whom he has not opened new vistas of enter¬ 
tainment, understanding, indignation, and the millennium. 

He had not Shaw's platform gift; he did not always enjoy the 
support of experts in this or that kind of learning which he sur¬ 
mounted with his seven-league boots. But after he had passed, and 
after the dust had settled, many an expert scratched his head, swept 
together the ruins of his hobby-horse, and (to adapt a popular 
advertisement) murmured ‘‘That's Wells, that was"; while many a 
common man hitherto baffled by jargon or old hypocrisy saw the 
world afresh as if by the brilliant passage of a meteor. To say that 
Wells was always right, or always fair, or always subtKr, would be 
to risk exaggeration; but to undervalue the influence of so impetu¬ 
ous a force upon changing social conceptions would be the merest 
I futility. 


vi 

I T might be thought from this, by those who did not know him, 
that Wells personally resembled a hurricane. He did not. Shaw 
might bring with him a breeze of some force; but Wells entered any 
room, and shut thfrdoor behind him, as quietly as you or I would do. 
If you had been a very young and modest person, who had failed to' 
catch his name, you would have seen a not very tall but rather 
stoutly built man with a browp face and very blue eyes. Ygu would 
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have, heard a hoarse little voice which, although not at all like the 
solemn squeak of many English intellectuals, was pitched high and 
was not incapable of surprising shrillness. Your first impression 
would have been of a very friendly and easy manner. You would 
have noticed small birdlike jerks of the head. At last you would have 
seen that the very blue eyes were darting here and there with great 
quickness, and that they were full of amusement and mischief. 

If you had quite distinctly heard the name of the noXrcomer, were 
conceited, and furthermore knew all and more than all about the 
celebrated Mr. H. G. Wells, your response would have been 
different. You would first of all have been surprised and possibly 
disappointed by the absence of glitter, carriage, empressement in so 
famous a man. All your preconceptions would have been dis¬ 
concerted. You would have been paralysed by the feeling that what 
you had to say could not by any means be made to interest this all¬ 
knowing, restless, and unimpressible person. You would have felt 
helpless, would have said stupid things, would have fallen haughtily 
silent. Or you might have found yourself embarked upon a con¬ 
versation amusing, indeed, but on your side strained, never com¬ 
fortable, never quite natural because you could never overtake Wellses 
inventiveness and quickness of epithet, and on consideration a 
failure. Some people were absolutely unable to talk to him, not from 
awe, but from constraint. Sinclair Lewis, for example, otherwise 
hard to, checkj, and in spite of almost idolatrous admiration, yas 
tongue-tied. Lewis needs an evening: Wells gave nobody an instant. 

The truth is that his quickness of mind carried him to the end of 
a sentence long before a tongue that required room in language 
could make the same journey. Really to converse with him*one 
should have been as quick as he, as fluent, and as little cfevoted to 
those scrupulousnesses of verisimilitude which delay the lumbering 
talker. Perhaps one should have been a very adroit woman. Or, if less 
gifted, one might have trusted to his kindness, for Wells was a great 
sufferer of fools. He was so kind that one had but to be simple and 
receptive to evoke his affectionate consideration. But he was im¬ 
patient of the long story or the aggressive or pompous manner. 

At his best, he was the most richly amusing raconteur I ever met. 
He improvised; he invented; he mimicked (not witfi precise accuracy 
of intonatioii, for which his voice was unsuited, but with irresistible 
sense of character); and he laughed and teased all the time with the 
greatest spirit. He did everything wifli spirit. Whether he was 
dancing, or playing at cards or hockey, charades, or the many- 
»ruled (and I may say constantly and even mornentarily re-ruled) 
ball-game of his own invention, he was hotly and energetically 
active all the time. I think he began to write a book as if he were 
playing game, and v^ith tl\e same enthusiasm; but there was this 
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difference between his play and his work, that the former was* a re¬ 
laxation, whereas the latter originated in a really passionate desire 
to change the world, so that those born into it might be healthier, 
wiser, and happier than any of their forerunners. 

Change! That was the keynote of his character. He could not be 
content with what is. I recall visiting the late Sir Harry Johnston 
shortly after Wells had spent a week-end at St. John^s Priory. Now 
Sir Harry, although one to whom (as to the infant Nelson) fear was 
unknown, had some of the idiosyncrasies usually linked with the 
trjiditional old maid. Having quelled the fiercest of savage warriors 
and penetrated the most intimidating of jungles, he spoke like a 
little old woman and clung to rule and habit like a recluse. And when 
I saw him he was still palpitating from the Wellsian week-end. He 
had proposed, it seemed, a scrupulously unscrupulous game of 
croquet upon his beautiful lawn. But to his horror he found the lawn 
by no means sufficient for Wells’s game of croquet. The entire 
garden, thorough bush, thorough brier, had been called into re¬ 
quisition. The world itself would not have been too wide for its 
range. In two twinks Sir Harry’s sedate game of croquet had 
become a mixture of golf and steeplechase. 

I instance this because it shows Wells’s hatred of all that was 
cramped. It also illumines his dislike of the petty viciousaess, of 
croquet as that game is usually played. As Alice in Wonderland used 
a ffamingo^and a hedgehog for mallet and ball, Wellf took £»11 spite¬ 
fulness from the most quarrelsome of pastimes by letting air into it, 
and converted the game into both an open contest and a planned 
campaign. Change and plan; plan and change. Not without signi¬ 
ficance th^t Schema of Mr. Lewisham’s! If he had not had this eager 
desire for change. Wells might have remained a draper’s assistant all 
his life; and if he had not had this intense love of planning he might 
have remained a writer of romances and tales withoutwCver giving 
the world new visions of sanity and order. Nay, without the desire 
to make mankind healthier and happier by means of air and light 
and space, education and hygiene, change and plan, he might long 
ago have lost his own zest for life and gone without reluctance to his 
quiet grave. As it is, he lived to be nearly eighty, and until illness 
and pain and bitter disappointment broke his spirit he remained 
vivify interested in the human scene and its rectification. Those 
^who knew him well found him at every turn the boy who suffered 
the woes of Kipps and Polly; the chalky young schoolmaster of 
**Love and Mr. I^wisham”; the waterproof-collared student at the 
School of Science, arguing and spasmodically swatting and learning, 
to see Victorian men as but a stage in the progress towards something 
more admirable; the novelist of escaping workers who in early days 
took bicycles, and then cars,* and aeipplanes, and at lasf trips to 
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Labrador and Utopia, in order to get away from the distracting 
pressure of daily life; the novelist of careers and inconvenient 
passions; the novelist who breathed life into a history of the world 
that all could understand; and, within and above all these, the very 
natural, sensitive, nonsensical, affectionate, quick-tempered human 
being who was born in a little room above his father’s shop in 
Bromley. He was many other things, as superficial strangers could 
tell you in detail, and indeed as his books will show; but behind the 
celebrated writer and the ready talker, the not perfectly cogent 
moralist, the publicist and the open conspirator, was a much more 
endearing person, full of fun, kindness, and simplicity, a man who, 
if he was not really Mr. Polly himself, was at least of the Polly clay 
and the lovable Polly fantasy. 


vii 

“I’ve read an average share of novels .. . and IVe found the restraints and rules of 
the art (as I made them out) impossible for me. I like to write, I am keenly interested in 
writing, but... do what I will I fail to see how I can be other than a lax, undisciplined 
story-teller.” 

Tono^Bungay, 

W HEN Wells wrote “The Time Machine,” “The Wonderful 
Visit,” “The War of the Worlds,” “The Invisible Man,” apd 
their companions, he was doing something which had never been 
done before, and which has never been done since with the same 
vivid freshness. Picture to yourselves the shock to readers of those 
days of a rush of new inventions, simple to us now, b^t then so 
novel and so startling; and imagine how they must have roused the 
attention of the age. Here was a man who put posers—scientific 
posers—with the facility and enjoyment of a child; who said “Why?” 

“What if-?” “How?” “Suppose-?” about all sorts of things 

that people found they wanted to know. It was prodigious. Jules 
Verne had taken boys on conducted tours under the sea, and to the 
moon; but he had creaked as he did so. This new man’s quickness 
allowed no time for creaks; he bubbled with new notions, and they 
were notions to which other minds jumped just an instant late. And, 
as they jumped, so Wells jumped again—^in a different direction. He 
asked a thousand questions. He always asked questions—odd, 
irreverent •questions, such as those thit Uncle Ponderevo asked 
about history. Do you remember? ^ 

% 

" ‘Don’t want your drum and trumpet history—no fearl Don’t 
want to know who was who’s ijaisttess, and why so-and-so devastated 
a province; that’s bound to be aU lies and upsy-down anyhow. 
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Chaps who. did it didn’t clearly know . . . What I want to know is, 
in the Middle Ages Did they Do Anything for Housemaid’s Knee? 
What did they put in their hot baths after jousting, and was the 
Black Prince—^you know the Black Prince—was he enamelled or 
painted, or what? I think myself, black-leaded—very likely—like 
pipe-clay—but did they use blacking so early?’ ” 

I need not say that Ponderevo’s point is one that Wells himself 
made about* drum-and-trumpet history; or that Wells himself had 
an eloquent passage in *‘The World of William Clissold” to the effect 
that the scholars who so tidily arrange history into systems—the 
Feudal System and the Manorial System, and even the Capitalist 
System—are dealing in artificial lozenges with no relation at all to 
the casual sprawl of events as they occurred. That is not what I want 
to show. It is that Wells’s mind was ever a questing mind, in eager 
search of the things that are not in encyclopaedias. He was seeking 
this when he wrote the scientific romances. To him, any fact was a 

starting point for speculation. *‘Why?” “What if-?” “How?” 

“Suppose-” 

What if an angel came to earth? What if a man experimented 
with the fourth dimension and could as readily visit and contemplate 
the future as the past? What would he see? How would he make the 
journey? What if a man could make himself invisible? And so on. 
He could treat the subject seriously and at the full stretch of his 
mind, as iie did in “The Time Machine,” still th^ most striking, 
tlSough not the most charming, of the books of this general type. 
Or he could treat it fantastically, as he did in “The Invisible Man,” 
where the unfortunate creature who had discovered a practicable 
forfnula for invisibility could not retranslate himself to opacity, 
though He perished with cold and hunger. Or as plain farce, as in 
“The Stolen Bacillus,” where an anarchist swallowed in mistake for 
cholera germs something that would bring out blue patches upon 
his skin. Or as whimsy, as in “The Inexperienced Ghost”; or as 
tract, as in “The Wonderful Visit”; or as sensational thriller, as in 
“The War of the Worlds.” There seemed no end to the subjects or 
the approaches to them; and while it could be said with force that 
such themes were not strange to the mind of any boy born poor, 
who had only imaginings to set between himself and the dreariness 
of drab circumstance, the themes were given new vitality, they 
were made more novel, more credible, by the scientific detail, the 
bright inventiveness of a fnind ruthlessly active and coolly amused 
at its own power. 

Modern readers can dissect these books now, and show (as Wells 
has candidly done) that they were light-hearted, that they took no 
account of profounder difficulties, that in fact some of them are com¬ 
pletely incredible. But no dissection pn rob them of thair charm. 
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which is that of the fairy story, their excitement, which is that of the 
romance, and their originality, a characteristic never to be faked for 
more than a season or two, and more than ever visible in these books 
as one re-reads them for glimpses of the mind of their creator. 

Concurrently with the scientific romances Wells was writing 
novels not very much outside the manner of his period, but note¬ 
worthy because of their personal humour and increasing richness. 
They were simple narratives, long and short, of events in the lives 
of very simple-minded people. The first of them was the tale of Mr. 
Hoopdriver, the drapers* assistant with a bicycle, who went for a 
cycling holiday and became for the time being, a knight-errant. 
There was also the more autobiographical, but still indulgent, story 
of “Love and Mr. Lewisham,” in which a boy, a schoolmaster, fell 
idyllically in love, became a student at the Royal College of Science, 
went to a fraudulent seance (so, you may remember, did Mr. Par¬ 
ham, in one of Wells’s latest fantastic tales), met at the seance his 
early sweetheart, married her, and had his trials and quarrels until a 
stronger feeling checked the strain and ended the book with a rosy 
glimpse. A little later there.was “Kipps,” in which a draper’s 
assistant inherited money and entered society and ran away from his 
intellectual fiancee to marry the domestic servant he had always 
loved and build a house and lose his money and settle in life as a 
shopkeeper again. Finally, as the supreme example of this sort of book, 
there was “Mr.^ Polly,” the story of a little shopkeeper v»ho set fire 
to his shop, ran away from his wife, and found a nice cosy widdw 
who kept an inn to which all sorts of odd visitors came, and lived 
happily ever after. 

All these books belong to the same order. All are fairy stories, 
and all are about “simple souls.” All were written, not bierely as 
relaxations, but because one side of Wells’s genius, the happiest side, 
had kinship with the comic genius of Dickens, his favourite author. 
Whenever Wells was amused, he was happy and inventive. The 
living figures in his books are all comic characters, fantastic, talka¬ 
tive, simple, phonetically colloquial, seen with what used to be 
called “open pleasantry,” but seen none the less with keenness and 
precision. Teddy Ponderevo, Polly, Chaffery, Kipps, Chitterlow, 
having amused us as we read, persist in our imaginations. We love 
them. When Wells was serious, he was expository; he did not 
create. We lose the character in the exposition; and this, I think, is 
why, as novels, all but the two best books in the serious and dis¬ 
cursive manner must remain unsatisfactory. That is not to be said of 

S imple soul novels. ' 

That is to be said of them, and of the early romances, is somc- 
elsy It is that they were all written in an easy narrative form 
untrammelled by those shackles to which the rising authority of 

B 



66 


THE GEORGIAN LITERARY SCENE 


Henry James presently condemned romancers. In the ninetie? and 
early nineteen-hundreds, people who wrote books thought little of 
“art” and “form” and “composition.” They found the writing of 
books “fun,” and not a s^n tussle with refractory material. We 
have changed all that now.^e have even gone rather too far in the 
other direction, for any author who writes less to exhibit than to 
amuse himself is regarded from the distance, by the immaculate, as a 
prostitutA But when Wells began to write things were so different 
that he ivas allowed, unreproved, to enrich our literature with 
several artless works of genius which still give delight to all but the 
aesthetically unco! guid. 

As a consequence. Wells never learnt how to write a novel which 
was a work of art. When advised of this, he bluffed after the manner 
of the defendant in an English Law Court charged with libel. This 
defendant answers the charge by saying that the words were never 
uttered, or alternatively that they do not bear the meaning put upon 
them, or again alternatively that they are in fact true, and legitimate 
comment. Wells, charged with being unaesthetic, replied that he 
never said he was, and alternatively that the aesthetes can't prove it, 
and anyway. Yah I This seems to me, coming from Wells, to be 
entirely justifiable.phe rules of art need revisioiy so as to include the 
work of Wells. Any suggestion that they are as med as those horrid 
wire cages which are put over box trees in the shape of peacocks, 
foxes, andfthe like, seems to me to beg the whole questionfThe rules 
of art arc not made by edicts; they are developed from tne’practice 
of artists^nd if they cannot admit of provision for such a book as 
“Tono-mngay” they ought to be stretched; for “Tono-Bungay,” 
illustrating as it does the form and pressure of the time in which it 
was written, is one of the great modern novels, and will be so 
appreciated after a century's variations of aesthetic dogmatism. But 
I must not pause here to dwell upon “Tono-Bungay,” for it belongs 
to a later stage in the author's development. 

viii 

*T see about me a great multitude of little souls and groups of souls as darkened, as 
derivative as my own; with the passage of years I understand more and more clearly 
the cjuality of the motives that urge me and urge them to do whatever we do . . . Yet 
that IS not all 1 see, and 1 am not altogether bounded by my littleness. Ever and again, 
contrasting with this immediate vision, come glimpses of a comprehensive scheme, in 
which these personalities float, the scheme of a synthetic wider being, the great State, 
mankind, in which we all move and go, like blood corpuscles, like nerve cells, it may 
be at times like brain cells, in the body of a man.” ^ Modern Utopia, 

H aving written the scientific romances, and having begun to* 
write novels. Wells at the turn of the century found himself 
working in a new field. He had t>een a young schoolmaster a young 
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scientist, a journalist, a writer of romances, and a novelist; and now 
his increasing range of knowledge led him ever farther into specu¬ 
lation. It was speculation directed by the schoolmaster and the 
scientist in him; For his interests lay in the everyday world of that 
time and the future. For him the first step in the “New Republican¬ 
ism” of which he became the champion was “to reject and set aside 
all abstract, refined, and intellectuali2ed ideas as starting propositions, 
such ideas as Right, Liberty, Happiness, Duty or Beaut^.” He was a 
Darwinian; he knew that the world was to be more and more 
dominated by inventions and practical ideas; and he wanted to 
breed good citizens who would create a world- in which order 
replaced present chaos. First of all, therefore, it was imperative that 
he should make up his mind as to the most probable developments 
of the near future. He did this, and wrote “Anticipations.” 

I need not say that many of Wells’s anticipations were proved 
accurate. The book exists to demonstrate the fact. From my point of 
view it is more interesting to realize that “Anticipations” was but a 
first step in the clarification of Wells’s own mind. He went on to 
imagine what kind of world it was that he and his fellow-reformers 
were striving to create. He dared to formulate his idea of a practical 
Utopia. That was much more difficult. It was so difficult that he 
made a number of false starts in the writing of the book, and at last 
took refuge in a hybrid literary form—half essay, half tale—that 
excellently suited his gifts. And as a bridge between “Anticipations” 
and “A Modern Utopia” he wrote another book, called “Mankind 
in the Making,” in which he discussed elaborately the problems of 
Eugenics and Education. 

The three books, taken together, represent the charactd!* of 
Wells’s interest in the world and the human species. Later books in 
the same vein—and here I include such works as “The Outline of 
History,” “The ‘Science of Life,” and “The Work, Wealth and 
Happiness of Mankind”—were educational. And whatever their 
positive qualities they were undertaken deliberately as stop gaps, 
with no pretence to much more than utilitarian purpose. They were 
written because Wells felt the instructional need of such books; and 
the “History” was written only after he had failed to persuade other 
men, whom he considered better qualified than himself for the task, 
to undertake it. But all exhibit what I believe to be the same character. 
They are concerned with a practicable civilization of the future, and 
a civilization which has grown directl)^ out of our present ways. 
They concentrate upon inventions, social order, education; they 
^havc little concern with aesthetics or what is called the psyche. And 
they are so simply expressed that any man of ordinary intelligence 
can read them with imderstanding. That is a quality due to the 
journalist in Wells. He is readable. It was made a matter of reproach 
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against him. He was said to have betrayed culture to the Philistines. 
It should rather be said that he introduced the Philistines to a culture 
larger than that of the Dons. 

It was the desire to teach, to expound, that lay behind all Wellses 
serious work. He did not like a vague world, or one that had un¬ 
explored beauties; and for him the scientific mind was the best 
possible type of mind. By science and through science, he thought 
we should get a world that better men and women than ourselves 
could inhabit. For this reason his vision had its limitations. He did 
not see what the poet sees and what the musician sees: I do not 
think he could sit still for long enough to relish the pure contem¬ 
plation which Shaw considered the highest intellectual state. He 
must be turning the room, the world, the lazy mind about and 
about, like a house-proud woman with a vacuum cleaner in her 
eager hands. His heroes are not military men, nor poets, nor 
philosophers, but scientists. He said in ‘‘Marriage’’: 

ijrWhen the intellectual history of this time comes to be written, 
nothing I think will stand out more strikingly than the empty gulf 
in quality between the superb and richly fruitful scientific investiga¬ 
tions that are going on and the general thought of other educated 
sections of the community. I do not mean that the scientific men are 
as a whole a class of supermen, dealing with and thinking about 
everything in a way altogether better than the common run of 
humanify, but that in their own field, they think and work with an 
intensity, an integrity, a breadth, boldness, patience, thoroughness 
and faithfulness that (excepting only a few artists) puts their work 
out of all comparison with any other human activit^Often the field 
iff which the work is done is very narrow, and almc^nuniversally the 
underlying philosophy is felt rather than apprehended. A scientific 
man may be large and deep-minded, deliberate and personally de¬ 
tached in his work, and hasty, commonplace and superficial in every 
other relation of life. Nevertheless it is true that in these particular 
directions the human mind has achieved a new and higher quality of 
attitude and gesture, a veracity, self-detachment and self-abnegating 
vigour of criticism that tend to spread out and must ultimately spread 
out to every other human affair. In these uncontroversial issues at 
least mankind has learnt the rich rewards that ensue from patience 
and infinite pains.^ 

With such faith, how could Wells do anything but create 
Utopias in which orderly blit apparently unmerry people are identi¬ 
fied by their thumbprints and dominated by a highly organized 
State, what time they travel at immense speeds, do everything that, 
can be done by means of machinery, and so manage their sanitation 
that with the fly and mosquito every familiar loveliness of our 
world, the world of the poets and merrymakers, has i)een ex- 
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punged? It would not be true to say that, like other Republican 
theorists, Wells had banished laughter and beauty from the State; 
indeed, he specificially refers to these indications of the human 
spirit. But when he talks of beauty he never carries conviction, and 
his future world, in spite of every persuasive effort of his, and in 
spite of the fascinating ingenuity of parts of his analysis, remains, 
as all Utopias do, a place from which one hurries back to one's own 
fireside with relief. * 

Why is this? One explanation is that Wells had more courage than 
we, in that he was not in revolt against machinery, but was deter¬ 
mined upon subduing it to the service of man. Another is that in 
spite of every gift he was deficient in that kind of imagination which 
even those of us who are not poets do strangely share with the poets. 
The truth is that Wells, with all his quickness, all his power, all his 
vivid inventive habits of mind, had no true sense of beauty in art or 
in life. Even love, in his books, never moves us; every one of his 
busy scientific heroes, interrupted in full flight of research or political 
activity by what he terms an “urgency," has an affair with a woman, 
but as to emotion there is no sign of it, and as to beauty of relation 
there is so little that we quite coldly estimate the duration of the 
urgency and the affair. Wells was interested in other matters. He was 
interested in getting things done. He would work for a cause, for the 
improvement of the world, for the instruction of mankind, in 
essential knowledge. But save in so far as it is useful to ohe or otl^er.- 
of those ends he was indifferent to beauty. That is the weakness of his 
“serious” works, which reach out to a greater synthesis than is pos¬ 
sible in the world we know. He was a prose writer, at his best in 
books where he was nearest his own time and his own peopldT His 
best novels are “Tono-Bungay” and “Mr. Polly,” whiefi are both 
rich with the very texture of life itself. His best expository books are 
also novels—“The Undying Fire,” “The New Machiavelli,” and 
“The World of William Clissold”;—and they are the best because 
the first is passionate and the two others are less expository than 
exploratory of the author’s always original and interesting mind and 
experience. 


ix 


TArt is selection and so is most autobiogtaphj) But I am concerned with a more 
tangled business than selection. I want to show a contemporary man in relation to the 
state and social usage, and the social organism in relation to that man.” 

The New Machiavellu 


T he above quotation reveals the fact that by the time he wrote 
“The New Machiavelli” Wells had heard from Henry James. 
The tw(?, indeed, had long been friends; and James was full of 
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admiration (but never quite of approval) for the younger master. 
By now, James, Joseph Conrad, and Ford Madox Hueffer had all 
brought the gospel of art into Wells’s life. They had all groped for the 
precise word with which to express the finest shade of thought and 
feeling and drama. But while Wells was impressed with the men and 
their gospel, his response to the cajolery of the artists was only fitful, 
and at last became less a response than an impatience. He wanted to 
write well. Hb had written well. The writing of “The Time Machine,” 
for example, is full of quality. He had been quick to see and praise 
the talent of Conrad; he respected James; he must have been enter¬ 
tained—^who was*not?—by Hueffer. But what he wanted to do was 
to get himself upon paper; and the search for words and phrases that 
should have just so much value and meaning (kinetic and potential 
in Arthur Ransome’s phrase), and not a hair’s breadth more or less, 
seemed to him a waste of valuable energy and time. Where did it 
lead? 

Furthermore, he was not interested—^he never had been in¬ 
terested—^in the novel of situation. All James’s relish for situation, 
and all the delicacy of James’s poise in dealing with situation, left 
Wells wondering why on earth any man should think it worth his 
while to tell so feeble a story at such length, and with such gloating. 
It was life, the life about him, in the busy streets, and in the little 
houses he had known, and in offices and laboratories and committee 
rooms all 'over the world, that had value for his mind. And even 
then only value in respect of what was being done with it all, and 
how the people were planning their lives and work, and making 
false steps and adjusting themselves to new jobs and new exciting 
con 4 ition;s. When there was so much real life, and when so much 
needed voicing and changing, how could one sit down to write a 
made story, with however great a finesse? 

Once he had finished “Kipps,” Wells was don^ with fairy 
stories. He had no longer any need of them. In his own case, the 
story had come true. He was at the height of his powers, and his 
reputation was tremendous. His success was popular and un¬ 
questioned. And about him was this intricate and absorbing world of 
workers and employers, inventors and politicians, and a new 
generation of free-thinking men and women who were none of these 
things, and business men and advertisers and newspaper pro¬ 
prietors, and graft and drudgery and exploitation and opportunity, 
all waiting to be expressed, all waiting to be used as material for 
fiction. By 1908, so far as any man can be said to do such a thing. 
Wells was living®more fully in the life of his day, and was more, 
generally informed as to all its ramifications, than any other English 
novelist has ever been. No wonder “Tono-Bungay” is such a full 
book. « * 
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But, to return to the art of the novel, nothing but a full book 
could have served the purpose of this one. To use an artificial story 
would have been to waste all sorts of material in which Wells was 
deeply interested. Moreover any visitor to Wells’s library must have 
noticed one row of books which bore all the signs of constant 
reading: it was the row of Dickens’s novels. There can be no doubt 
at all that when he began to plan ‘‘Tono-Bungay” Wells thought 
“David Copperfield” was a very great novel indeed. He used the 
form of the pseudo-autobiography with deliberation, as the one in 
which most freedom was allowed for the introduction of innumer¬ 
able details of contemporary life, and the one in which such details 
could best be related to a select group of characters and a milieu 
with which he was thoroughly acquainted. “I want to show,” he 
said, “a contemporary man in relation to the state and social usage, 
and the social organism in relation to that man.” While we may 
wish that largeness of conspectus could have been more intimately 
associated with fineness of concept, we cannot without eccentricity 
deny to “Tono-Bungay” its importance both as a social picture and 
as a development in the craft of novel-writing. 

Henry James did not deny either of these things. Writing to 
Wells about the second of the great pseudo-autobiographic novels, 
“The New Machiavelli,” he said: “I have read you then, I need 
scarcely tell you, with an intensified sense of that life and force and 
temperament, that fullness of endowment and easy impudence o^ 
genius, which makes you extraordinary. . . .^our big feeling for 
life, your capacity for chewing up the thicknes^of the world in such 
enormous mouthfuls, while you fairly slobber, so to speak, with the 
multitudinous taste—this institutes J[or_ me a rare and wonderful 
and admirable exhibition. ”feut he addeS (and it is for the sake of the 
addition that I quote this •passage): “I make remonstrance . . . bear 
upon the bad service you have done your cause by riding so hard 
again that accurst autobiographic form which puts a premium on the 
loose, the improvised, the cheap and the easy. . . . frhere is, to my 
vision, no authentic, and no really interesting and no beautijul^ 
report of things on the novelist’s, the painter’s part unless the great 
stewpot or crucible of the imagination, of the observant and record¬ 
ing and interpreting mind in short, has intervened and played its 
part—and this detachment, this chemical transmutation for the 
sesthetic, the representational, end is terribly wanting in auto¬ 
biography brought, as the horrible phrase is, up to date.’i 

This criticism—for it must be admitted that James’s nind was 
Jike the mills of God—sums up all or nearly all ^:he objections to 
the Wellsian novel. The weakness of the method is better seen when 
one contemplates the repetitions or variations that followed “Tono- 
Bungay.^^ The stories told in these books were different; and yet 
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the more they differed the more they emphatically remained the 
same story—the story of the man with a job to do, a marriage, an 
affair, a flight, the whole involved in a richly and consummately 
sketched chiaroscuro of the social and intellectual life of England 
between i860 and 1930. “Tono-Bungay” is the best of these books 
because it was the first pressing of the grapea It is a really amazing 
picture, furthermore, of the change that occurred m English life 
between thd author’s childhood and his maturityOnt is contem¬ 
porary history. Its vigour never fails; its detail, born domestic and 
social, is exact and sufficient. It is absorbingly interesting; it was a 
genuine attempt to present a modern man at something like full 
length in spite of every moral convention of the time^ 

It is also the best, however, because of another feature, not 
apparent in its successors: it is the only sociological novel of Wells’s 
in which there are comic characters in any way to be compared with 
those in the humorous novels. Not all the intellectual interest of 
“The New Machiavelli” and “The World of William Clissold” can 
compensate for the loss, the temporary loss, by Wells of his comic 
genius. 

When that comic genius had free play, as in “Kipps,” there may 
be—there is—the air of improvisation to which James objected in 
“The New Machiavelli.” But although “Kipps” may stumble, it 
stumbles from point to point, from one comic invention to another, 
and is a feast of character. Even better is “Mr. PoUy,” which does 
not stumble at all (does it falter just once, almost into sentimentality, 
when Polly talks to the schoolgirl?), but has a poignance not else¬ 
where to be found in Wells’s work. Wells was always most at ease 
in \i(^iting about poor and half-cultured people; he understood and 
loved the simple souls among them, and understood and loved 
(rather less the cupidity, the inquisitiveness, and the bad manners of 
the not so simple. They were, so to speak, in the hollow of his hand. 
He perceived the significance of every gesture they made, and every 

S ee they cast. He could be kind to them—sometimes mercilessly 
,—ribald, indulgent without sentimentality, Dickensian and 
more than Dickensian because more economical in illustration, 
beautifully suggestive in phonetics or in phrase.fin dealing with 
poor people he was an artist.\Personally, I think that in this field he 
had no equal. r 
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X 

f fashions change more quickly than manners, manners more quickly than morals, 
mo\ls more quickly than passions, and, in general, the conscigy, reasonable, intellectual 
life more quickly than the instinctive, wilful, affectionate on Jfrhe dramatist who deals 
with the irony and humour of the relatively durable sides oflue, or with their pity and 
terror, is the one whose comedies and tragedies will last longest . . . Fashionable 
dramatists begin to ‘date*, as the critics call it, in a few years.’*i ^ 

G. B. Smw: Dramatic Opinions. 

B etween them, Shaw and Wells did more than any other writers 
to create what may be called the modern attitude towards morals 
and civilization in general. Not towards aesthetics, because for both 
of them art was of less urgent importance than the propagation of 
ideas and opinions. Each stood upon his rostrum and said: “You’re 
all wrong. You have a world in which there is disease, poverty, 
dishonesty, and a huge mass of filth and corruption. The way in 
which you are to cure this is not the way of religion as it is taught in 
any church, or by any existing party in the political world; it is the 
way of common sense, detern^ination, and a planned future. If you 
want a better world, you must will it. Believe in no more humbug: 
it is all about you, and it is ruining the earth. I will show you that 
most of your accepted ideas are humbug, and I will mock at those 
ideas or flout them, so that they will be seen of no worth. I will show 
you what men ^are, and what they might be if only they would make 
up their minds to work for a better and wiser w’orld in which 
could share in the rewards of that wisdom and that improvement,” 
And so, while Shaw laughed sentimentality and romance off 
the stage in his plays, and teased the English for their slowness and 
pomposity and self-infatuation, and made parents ridiculous and 
only the young wise and bold, and demanded a new aristocracy of 
supermen. Wells, ever more impatient of levity than Shaw (whom he 
once, as a young man, described as “giddy”), looked ahead and 
planned a clean and orderly future in which certainly there would be 
no place for Shaw’s unnecessary beard and Shaw’s irrepressible, 
irrelevant brilliance, and celebrated the new youth and the open 
conspiracy to revolutionize the world, and demanded a new in¬ 
tellectual aristocracy of Samurai who would lead mankind by way 
of “love and fine thinking.” And the chief thing about both of them 
was that they addressed millions of men and women never before 
educated by the State by way of plays und novels which all could 
hear and read with delight. In this lay their novelty. There had been 
^novelist-teachers before Wells, but none with hiS grasp of general 
ideas coupled with scientific training and the eager brilliance of his 
invention and improvisation. Other dramatists before Shaw had 
dared to*be outspoken (but that wasjong ago), and had shown the 
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world as something in which not all was love and adultery; butrhere 
had been none to whom blue books were child's play and the 
English simultaneously a laughing-stock. Ideas, ideas, ideas, they 
were in the heads of all the young Edwardians and early Georgians. 
Shaw and Wells, Wells and Shaw; Chesterton and Belloc and Wells 
and Shaw—the seeds of disbelief in accepted morals and manners 
were sown by Wells and Shaw, while Belloc and Chesterton fought 
a gallant but'iosing fight against the forces of science and economics, 
machinery and the future, incandescence and destruction. 

I say ‘‘destruction,” for Wells and Shaw had need to be de¬ 
stroyers. “Let it burn,” says Csesar in “Caesar and Cleopatra.” And 
when Theodotus cries wildly: “Will you destroy the past?” he 
answers: “Ay, and build the future with its ruins.” It may be that 
the future will be built upon the ruins left by Shaw, and that it will 
resemble the future planned by Wells—this remains to be seen;— 
but it is the case, and naturally the case, that the generations in¬ 
fluenced by the two men should first of all seize upon what was 
destructive in their philosophies. The young, having learnt from 
Shaw that their parents were fools, proceed^ to treat them as fools. 
The young, having learnt from Wells that^oung people should be 
bravely and nobly free from restraint, b^ame, as they believed, 
bravely and nobly free from restraint.jfro humility in face of all 
authority succeeded conscious defianceof every authority. To the 
h'^ocrisy of romantic virtue succeeded the pretence of frank, 
honest sincerity which is such a nuisance to others when it is 
paradeA I do not think Shaw liked the new freedom. He may have 
done SG^ but I do not think he liked it. He was himself too fastidious 
to caTfe for the spiritual vulgarities of the current hour, and he cried 
out against them. But that he first spread in influential form the ideas 
upon which they are based I have no doubt whatever. I do not think 
Wells liked the new and self-constituted intellectual aristocracy. 
He may have done so; but it has a very aristocratic manner, and is 
not so much leading mankind to wise freedom as trying to corral it 
for the political ends of slavery; so that I cannot suppose him to 
have been content. But that he first spread in influential form the 
ideas upon which this new intellectual aristocracy has consciously 
based itself I have no doubt whatever. 

Nor is this ail, for memories are short; and the very men and 
women who owe their enlightenment to Shaw and Wells have out¬ 
distanced their teachers, and lost the power to respect them. One or 
two foreign professors have appeared in our midst; the stars have 
been brought vei^ near; faith in the future of mankind struggles 
hard with nihilism; and the general level of culture has so greatly 
risen that, while wisdom is no more widespread than it was, know¬ 
ledge of innumerable imposed and parrot-learned facts has never 
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been .so common. And so Shaw and Wells must have learned— 
they needed to learn it—the truth of Shaw’s own maxim, now half 
a century old. “What exceptional people do in one generation, 
average people are generally doing in the next.” And again: “In so 
rapidly progressive a business as fine art now is in England, no 
mortal man can lead more than one generation.” A true prophecy 
indeed! For Shaw and Wells, though their work is as great as ever 
it was, and though they will both be venerated in the fufure for their 
share in moulding the minds of twentieth-century men, no longer 
actively influence that “modn,” that fashionable intelligence which 
Bonamy Dobrde gravely calls “the best thought”-of the hour, and 
are condescended to by those who are incapable of inventing the 
very jargon in which their current glibnesses are expressed. 



Chapter Four 

CATHOLIC LIBERALISM 


BELLOC AND CHESTERTON 

i 

r|Thcy looked bacjcwards to old enlightenment and forwards 40 new prejudices. 

., i'They hoped—but it may be said that they hoped for yesterday 

G. K. Chesterton: A Short fUstory of England. 

I HAVE called this chapter “Catholic Liberalism”; but indeed that 
is a mere label, for I propose to speak of Belloc and Chesterton, 
not as Catholics or Liberals, or as Catholic Liberals or Liberal 
Catholics, but only as writers. If I felt I could so do without imperti-_ 
nence, I should use that name, “The Chester-belloc,” which Shaw 
invented to cover the common identity of the two; but while there 
are many liberties I will allow myself there's one, the use of a 
stranger’s Christian or nick-name, which I feel bound to leave to the 
less squeamish. The truth is that I never had any personal acquaint¬ 
ance with these two ornaments of our age. 

With Chesterton I once had an anonymous conversation, when 
he called at J. M. Dent’s office after hours with a Dickens preface, 
and refused to leave it with me because (as a little boy) I could not 
give him in exchange the agreed remuneration; with Belloc I once, 
as aB adult, shook hands. Yet when I was sixteen, and Belloc and 
Chesterton, with Wells and Shaw, were all a single radiance in the 
firmament, I heard Belloc deliver what I thought, and still with less 
confidence think, must have been the most brilliant speech ever 
made—to the Fabian Society, on the differences between Collec¬ 
tivism and Co-opetativism;—and at that same period I used with a 
couple of equally devoted friends to tramp round London in order 
to listen to Chesterton lecturing, as he was ready to do, upon every 
subject under the sun, from the Dreadful Danger of Liberalism 
(which was the persistence in the party of hereditary caste) to Puck. 
So while Belloc and Chesterton did not know me, I knew them, and 
can testify to their former grandeur in the eyes of the young. 

Probably young people? now can hardly imagine how these four 
men, Shaw, Wells, Chesterton, and Belloc, stood out from their 
fellows and argiSed among themselves for the enlightenment of 
extraordinarily mixed audiences. Wells, being no speaker, largely 
contented himself with printed argument; the others were as happy 
face to face as they were in column. Sometimes Shaw woald debate 
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with .Chesterton, and sometimes with Belloc; once, I recall, he 
debated with Chesterton while Belloc took the chair and rang an in¬ 
furiating bell; upon another occasion he met Belloc in the large 
Queen’s Hall, when an audience of three thousand people heard 
these two discuss the question of whether a Democrat who was not 
also a Socialist could possibly be a Gentleman, and came away with 
the problem unsolved after two hours of resolute hard hitting. The 
admiration between these men was not that of the literary nest, but 
that of the battlefield or the ring; and I think it fair to say that if any 
one of them wrote or spoke of another it was as an opponent whose 
nose at all costs must be struck and struck hard. This was especially 
true of Belloc; for while all felt a tenderness for Chesterton, none— 
engaged in a battle for self-preservation—had the smallest tenderness 
for Belloc, and none, certainly, received quarter at his hands. 

One reason for the love of Chesterton was that while he fought 
he sang lays of chivalry and in spite of all his seriousness warred 
against wickedness rather than a fleshy opponent, while Belloc 
sang only after the battle, and warred against men as well as ideas, 
for the love of fighting and the pleasure he took in what might be 
called the deployment of the intellect. Another was that Chesterton 
could be distracted by a joke or an absurdity, whether it occurred to 
his own mind or to the mind of his foe, while Belloc was a master 
of the divagation or parenthesis, and never lost his place in .an 
argument. But a third, and very important reason, was that it wav 
often supposed that Chesterton might have been convinced if only 
Belloc had not stiffened him with recalcitrance. As the front legs of a 
performing horse are supposed to be the leaders (for Front-Legs 
works the head and ears), so in the monstrous animal conjqred dp by 
Shaw’s conception of the Chester-belloc Belloc had the teeth and 
claws, while the warm and jovial heart belonged to Chesterton. The 
pubUc said ‘‘G.B.S.” and ^‘G.K.C.”: it said neither H.B. nor H.G.W. 

Belloc’s aggressiveness may have been due to the fact that he had 
served in the French artillery before ever he went to the University; 
or it may have been due to the fact that his college at Oxford was 
Balliol, which at that time—I know nothing of the present day— 
produced men deeply assured of their own superiority to other men; 
or it may have been due to the fact that he is a casuist, to whom the 
views of others are the mere rough material for destructive analysis. 
Whatever the cause, however, he was a most disconcerting and 
angering opponent, who had ever an impudent answer for hecklers 
and a severe thrust for the one who stood nearest upon the platform. 
JThese were a few—by no means all—of the differences between 
Chesterton and Belloc as they were seen by those who disagreed with 
both; and they will serve to introduce us to some details of the life 
of the eldfer and more pugnacious of the two. 
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“ ‘No,* said I, ‘I have no land, and not even the power of which you speak. I am 
really, though moderately, poor. All that I get I earn by talking in public places in the 
cold weather, and in spring time and summer by writing and by other tricks.” 

H. Belloc: Esto Perpefua. 

J OSEPH Hilaire Pierre Belloc was born on July 27th, 1870, at 
La Celle, St. Cloud, a suburb of Paris. He was the son of a French 
barrister, Louis Swanton Belloc; and his mother was Bessie Rayner 
Parkes, daughter of Joseph Parkes, an English politician and the 
historian of the Chancery Bar of England. I do not know at what 
date Belloc left France for the first time; but he was educated at the 
Oratory School, Birmingham (a city in which his maternal ancestor, 
Joseph Priestley, was once a dissenting minister). On leaving school 
he served as a driver in the 8th Regiment of Artillery at Toul, 
Meurthe-et-Moselle, and when he left the service in 1892 he went to 
Oxford. At Oxford he became a Brackenbury History Scholar, and 
in his final History Schools in 1895 he took First Class Honours. 
That is a fact which should be kept in mind. 

He published his first book, a collection of verses, in 1895, and 
in the two following years he enriched the literature of nonsense 
with “The Bad Child’s Book of Beasts” and “More Beasts for Worse 
Qiildren.” He then revealed another gift with a book called “The 
Modern Traveller,” and began that series of historical and bio¬ 
graphical studies which forms his greatest contribution to library 
catalogues with books on Danton and Robespierre. In 1902 he 
bec^e a, naturalized British subject. In 1904 he published the first 
of his satiric novels, “Emmanuel Burden.” In 1906 he not only acted 
as chief book reviewer for Tie Morning Post^ but was elected Liberal 
M.P. for South Salford. Four years later, although unsupported by 
Party funds, he again won an election for the same constituency 
(this time as an Independent candidate), but in the second election 
of 1910 he refused to stand, and from that time has had no further 
connection with official politics. His work on Tie Morning Post 
ceased in 1910; his most important political book, “The Servile 
State,” was published in 1912; and for two years (1911-1913) he was 
head of the English literature department at the East London 
College. 

At the outbreak of the First World War he acted as commentator 
upon military operations for lusnd and Water^ and thus perhaps for 
the first time inapressed the large reading public with his extrar 
ordinary powers of lucid communication. Week by week a sceptical 
and badly shaken public read Belloc and was reconverted to faith 
hjf his unfaltering certainty, 4 iis logic, and a literary skfil in that 
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department second to none. “However powerful, native, sym¬ 
pathetic to his hearer^s mood or cogently provable by reference to 
new things may be a man’s idea,” said Belloc in 1889, “he cannot 
persuade his fellow men to it if he have not words to express it. And 
he will persuade them more and more in proportion as his words are 
well chosen and in the right order, such order being determined by 
the genius of the language whence they are drawn.” Belloc himself 
persuaded the British public not only by the genius of thtit language 
but by the genius with which he used it. He gave them a weekly 
draught of new life, new clarity, new nerve. The period of 1914- 
1918 was the period in which his influence stood at its highest point. 


Ill 

I STILL have very clearly in memory the appearance of Belloc as I 
first saw him. He must have been slightly over thirty, not very tall 
but very broad-shouldered and with that fine head cocked at its 
usual considering angle. He bent over a small table, smiling, his big 
white shirt-front bulging; and he surveyed the congregated Fabians 
as if they were simple-minded children to whom he was unfolding 
the wonders of the universe. In fact he was explaining, among other 
things, with much salt, a few of the fallacies which lay fatally behind 
the principles of their own movement. He was confident, gay, rich 
in lively asides or extravagant alternative phrases. He made every-^ 
body laugh—that was intended—as his tongue played with the words 
of triumphant ridicule; and having made them laugh he slew them. 
Never was there such a Fabian slaughter. • 

I recall him at another time, also at a Fabian meetiflg (and a 
public one, for I was never a Fabian), speaking rather quietly, and 
somehow less confidently, at the Memorial Hall in Farringdon Street. 

I think he had been severely attacked at a previous meeting: at any 
rate he had papers with him, and may have been reading or carefully 
speaking from notes. And so low did he hold his head that some¬ 
body, hoping to disconcert him, called from the back of the hall: 
“Speak upl” There was a hush at the interrupter’s cheek; but 
Belloc, lifting his head, only smiled, and like lightning answered the 
affront. The fluty French voice, rather high-pitched but never other¬ 
wise than pure and fluent; the French “r” that is very nearly a “w”; 
the arrogance which his former modest demeanour had concealed— 
all rose. He called out: “It’s all wight: I’m only talking to myself.” 
The interrupter’s brief advantage was destroyed,* and the lecture 
proceeded with increased animation on the speaker’s part. 

Belloc did not continue the same young and triumphant man of 
those early days. He grew stouter, mojre preoccupied. The keenness 
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of his face roughened, and his colour became deeper. Having grown 
a beard he looked less like the Belloc of old than a French parish 
priest. His black cloak and low-crowned black felt hat increased the 
priestly effect. I do not think that Belloc ever lost pride in the fact 
that he was born a Frenchman; but there was always, none the less, 
a good English look to him which gave his admirers great pleasure. 
He grew more considerate of fools. He read Trollope at nights, and 
remained in his home in Sussex; writing no more poems nor prose 
accounts of his journeys in France or North Africa and the Four 
Men who made such songs of good wine and good ale and the 
Sussex inns. Alas that it should have been so! 


iv 

|| “If you cannot find him, and Fleet Street looks lonely and forsaken, then be sure he 
has been spirited away to some solitary place by his wife, the keeper of his business 
conscience, to finish a book for which some publisher is angrily clamouring. For ‘No 
clamour, no book,* is his maxim.’l 

^ A. G, Gardiner: Prophets, Priests, and Kings. 

G ilbert Keith Chesterton^s life corresponded with Belloc's 
in no particular. He was not born a Catholic; he was a convert. 
He was not born in France, but in the London district of Kensing- 
ca^n, which is as much associated in the popular mind with respect¬ 
ability as Chelsea and Bloomsbury are associated with aesthetic 
affectation or Tooting with the inexplicable gibes of professional 
humorists. He was four years younger than Belloc, having been 
bonvin 1B-J4, He went to St. Paul's School, London, and did not go 
to a University. Nor did he engage in any military training; but in¬ 
stead attended classes at the Slade School, tried office life without 
success, and first began writing for the press by reviewing books on 
art for Robertson Nicoll's monthly magazine, Th bookman. From 
reviewing books on art he passed to reviewing books upon all 
subjects; and in 1900, when he was 26, he passed from reviewing 
books to publishing them. 

The earliest title-pages to bear his name were those of ^‘The 
Wild Knight,” a collection of poems which included a poetic drama 
notable for its brevity, and “Greybeards at Play,” a collection of 
rhymes inscribed to “E. Q B.” (long subsequently, of course, the 
author of “Trent's Last Case”) after this fashion: 

“He was, through boyhood^s storm and shower, t 

My best, my nearest friend; 

We wore one hat, smoked one cigar. 

One standing at each end.'^ « 
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These books were followed in the autumn of 1901 by a collection of 
reprinted essays called “The Defendant”; and from that time 
Chesterton was what is called an author, in contradistinction to a 
journalist. But he remained a journalist. Many of his books are made 
up of material which first appeared in periodicals. Others were 
written because publishers insisted. At least one such book owes its 
existence to Chesterton’s quixotry. He was invited to write a history 
of England; and he declined on the ground that he was ho historian. 
Some time later, he agreed with the same publishers to supply a 
book of essays. Hardly had the agreement been signed before 
Chesterton discovered that he was bound to give this book of essays 
to another firm, and in great distress he asked if his newly-made 
contract could be cancelled. In return, he offered to write any book 
which might be considered an adequate substitute. The publishers, 
concealing jubilation, sternly recalled their original proposal for a 
short history of England. Shrieks and groans were heard all the 
way from Beaconsfield, but the promise was kept. The “Short His¬ 
tory of England” was what Chesterton must have called a wild and 
awful success. It probably has been the most generally read of all his 
books. But while the credit for it is his he must not be blamed for 
impudence in essaying history, when the inspiration arose in 
another’s head, and when in fact no man ever went to the writing of 
a literary work with less confidence. This story will explain one. of 
his publications: the stories of others must be innumerable—as the 
books themselves are almost innumerable. To his constant lecturing 
I have already referred. His journalism was never absent from the 
London press, and it remained vigorous to the end of his life. What 
profligate expenditure of energy for one who was born apoert 
It was in TAe Daily when that paper was edited by A. G. 

Gardiner, that Chesterton made his earliest reputation. He used to 
write in its columns upon all manner of books and other pretexts. 
A single sentence would be enough to set him at work with an 
antithesis or proposition that brought the stars into Fleet Street and 
light into many dark places. Gardiner, his former editor, in an 
affectionate sketch printed in “Prophets, Priests, and ]^ngs,” 
pictures the young journalist as he was in those days. “You may 
track him,” said Gardiner, “by the blotting-pads he decorates with 
his riotous fancies, and may come up with him in the midst of a 
group of children, for whom he is drawing hilarious pictures, or to 
whom he is revealing the wonders of his’ toy theatre, the chief child 
of his fancy and invention, or whom he is instructing in the darkly 
piysterious game of ‘Guyping,’ which will fill the day with laughter. 
‘Well,’ said the aunt to the little boy who had been to tea with Mr. 
Chesterton,—‘well, Frank, I suppose you have had a very instructive 
aftemoonf’ ‘I don’t know what that^means,’ said Frank, ‘but, ohl’ 
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with enthusiasm, ‘you should see Mr. Chesterton catch buns with his 
mouth/ ” 

Charles Masterman, another friend, and one who in old days was 
as inseparably linked with Belloc and Chesterton as Athos himself 
was linked with Porthos and the priestly Aramis, once told me how 
Chesterton used to sit writing his articles in a Fleet Street caf(6, 
sampling and mixing a terrible conjunction of drinks, while many 
waiters hovered about him, partly in awe, and partly in case he should 
leave the restaurant without paying for what he had had.lOne day— 

1 do not know whether Chesterton was present or absent—the head 
waiter approached Masterman. “Your friend,” he whispered, 
admiringly, “he very clever man. He sit and laugh. And then he 
write. And then he laugh at what he write.” It was always essential 
to Chesterton that he should be amused by what he wrote, and by 
what he said in public. I have heard him laugh so much at a debate 
that he gave himself hiccups for the rest of the evening! 

In early days he was very nearly as big as he afterwards became, 
but whereas, towards the end of his life, his much-thinned hair 
straggled untidily, like a blown wisp of steam, it was then solid and 
well-brushed. A feature of it was a Whistlerian white plume in the 
centre; and anybody who sees an old photograph of Chesterton will 
there find the plume as neat and trim as brush could make it. Pre¬ 
sently he grew more like Porthos; then like Doctor Johnson; and at 
last Like the famous portrait by Velasquez of Don,Alessandro del 
■"IS&rro. His gigantic aspect became a matter of common reference. 
The story of the man who gave up his seat to three ladies was 
associated with him. Finally a serious iUness contracted his figure 
and forced him to live less strenuously than he had done. He went to 
Beaconsfi^d, in Buckinghamshire; and there he remained until his 
death, blind to the greatness of Disraeli, who took the name of the 
town as his title when he became a lord, but by no means blind to the 
forces of tyranny and the mischiefs wrought in the modern world by 
stupidity and exactitude. 

Upon the public platform he swayed his large bulk from side to 
side; but he did not gesticulate. His speech was prefaced and accom¬ 
panied by a curious sort of humming, such as one may hear when glee 
singers give each other the note before starting to sing. He pro¬ 
nounced the word “I” (without egotism) as if it were “Ayee,” and 
drawled, not in the highly gentlemanly manner which Americans 
believe to be the English kccent, and which many Englishmen call 
the Oxford accent, but in a manner peculiar to himself and either 
attractive or the feverse according to his hearer's taste. As he talked^ 
and as he invented amusing fancies, he punctuated his talk with little 
breathless grunts or last gasps of laughter, so that he gave the 
impression—^what with the drawl and the breathless grunts—of 
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speaking very slowly indeed. He also gave the impression of speak¬ 
ing without any effort whatever, without raising his voice, or becom¬ 
ing intimidated by his audience or by lack of material to fill the time 
allotted to him, or feeling anything but sweet charity towards all 
those—even Jews, politicians, and sophisticates—whom he felt 
compelled to denounce. To those, accordingly, who care more for 
character than for opinion, more for talent than for fashion, Chester¬ 
ton remains one of the great figures of his time. For the rest, and for 
those easily made impatient by his habit—they call it “trick’’—of 
antithesis, he was merely an ingenious and snort-provoking creature. 
He certainly fell far behind the times, and at the hour of his death 
was regarded as prehistoric; but whether that is a sin or only a mis¬ 
fortune of unbending genius I shall not now attempt to determine. 


V 

T he explanation of the failure of Belloc and Chesterton to impress 
younger sceptics is that both were, in a sense, defendants. They 
attacked the trend of modern society towards mechanization as 
severely as any other writers whatsoever. But they did so from the 
standpoint of the Catholic Church. They said that the world was in 
a very bad way; but they both insisted that it was once—in the 
Middle Ages—in a very good way. Belloc, in a really masterly short 
work caHed “The Servile State,” published in 1912, established the 
fact that*slavery is a familiar condition of European life. It is his 
argument that slavery was destroyed by Christianity, and that until 
the end of the Middle Ages it had ceased to exist in the^WeSl. He 
believed, and so did Chesterton, that all the ills of modern England 
arise from what followed the dissolution of the monasteries by King 
Henry the Eighth. If Henry, says Belloc, had done as he intended, 
and kept in his own hands—the hands of the Crown—the property 
taken from the clerical body, the country would have had a happy 
future. Henry was not strong enough to keep his appropriations; he 
found the rich men of his day too powerful for him, and was forced 
to hand over the greater part of the spoils, feence the violent in¬ 
equality of wealth and power in England ourof which grew from 
the sixteenth century onwards the evils of Capitalism. Hence, in 
process of time, the inevitability of the servile state, to which all 
parties by one path or another have led &nd will lead the people of 
England.j 

, It is not my business to comment upon the trutA or otherwise of 
this theory; but there can be no question as to the clearness and 
power of the book in which it is outlined. And there can be no 
doubt, I Aink, that possession of such a view of history prevented 
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BeUoc and Chesterton from capturing the imagination of generations 
increasingly influenced by scientific and mechanical dieory and 
practice. It is one thing to say that the world is wrong—every re¬ 
former agrees that the world is wrong;—but w^hen, instead of pro¬ 
ceeding to say that the world can be set right by something new, a 
man says that it can only be set right by a return to something old, 
he is thrown into a defence ofthe past. And the past, as Chesterton 
admitted, is"*no easy subject, rl can make the future as narrow as 
myself; the past is obliged to b^as broad and turbulent as humanity. J 
Both Belloc and Chesterton had to rewrite history for purposes m 
propaganda amid incessant interruptions both from drya^usts and 
from ribalds who did not believe a word of what they saidf Men who 
attack the preset at^ of support; men who contrast the 

present with the delights of an improved future society may be 
scorned as unpractical idealists, but they cannot be confounded by 
texts or refutations; men who insist that at some past time an ideal 
state existed may be challenged by the proven inability of that ideal 
state to withstand aggression, and they will certainly be floored by 
extracts from some old charter or pipe roll or antique letter 
which demolishes the whole structure they have so ingeniously 
erected. 1 

That IS what happened to Belloc and Chesterton. Belloc deliber¬ 
ately, and Chesterton with misgiving, set up a version—in Belloc’s 
5jse a series of detailed versions—of what happened in Engl^ind long 
ago. It was not accepted by Protestants, scientific historians, or 
sceptics. Belloc went farther. He told us in several booko now the 
French Revolution arose, succeeded, and failed (the early chapters of 
his ‘JDanjpn” give the clearest exposition of the events preceding 
the Revolution which I have ever read, but I do not know if they are 
the truest); he in one book of “Miniatures of French History” told 
us what must have happened in France at various crucial points from 
599 B.c. to A.D. 1914. He traced the history of warfare in England. 
His mind played over the entire history of Europe, and he expressed 
himself as to that history with a certainty and I imagine a consistency 
which ought to have satisfied every reader. But he did not satisfy 
every reader. Every reader could relish the style in which Belloc told 
his story; but every reader, in spite of the charm and certainty of the 
narrative, felt that Belloc was a partisan, bent upon proving a case. 
It is nothing new in historical writing; if the case is the popular 
case it will be swallowed ^adly; but when it conflicts with the case 
as presented by every Whig and Protestant historian, or with the 
case as overwhefiningly demonstrated by the ironist Gibbon, it if 
suspect from the start. 

Now Belloc adores Froissart. He owes much to the gargantuan 
historical method of Rabelaist He believes that legends alfid ballads 
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are better authorities than pipe rolls. He has used his imagination in 
describing battles (for which he has a peculiar gift and fondness), 
political intrigues, and religious and economic influences as to which 
there are or are not written records. The results have been con¬ 
troversial. I need not dwell upon the horrid pursuit of A. F. Pollard 
whenever Belloc wrote upon the Tudors; nor upon that description 
of the campaign of Evesham in 1265 for which he gave as his chief 
authority the cl^nicle of Matthew Paris, who died in 1259. ^ 

need say is thamn a scientific period a man who sets out to prove 
upon general pnilosophical grounds that such and such events 
must have been caused in such and such a way, and in that way only, 
must expect to be challenged by all to whom his major premiss 
seems arbitrary. And that a man who writes history as if it had just 
happened under his eyes, in a scene as familiar to him as the palm of 
his hand, and for the glorj^ of the Catholic Church, must expect to 
be smothcfeSwith Hustle directlyTroni tKe" 1 Record Office. 

But hovr delightful Belloc’s historical method is! Take the 
following short passage from a book that is only musingly a his¬ 
torical work at all. Notice the grand introduction, the apparent 
candour with which two opposed views are presented, the pre¬ 
ference for legend declared in the last lines: 

“It is a debate which will not be decided (for the material of full 
decision is lacking) whether since the Romans crowded their millions 
into t;nis Africa, the rainfall has or has not changed. It is certain that 
they V/ic,kanded water upon every side and built great barricades to 
hold the streams; yet it is certain, also, that their cities stood where 
no such great groups of men could live today. There are thote who 
believe that under Atlas, towards the desert, a shallow^sea spread 
westward from the Mediterranean and from Syrtis; there are others 
who believe that the dry water-courses of the Sahara were recently 
alive with streams, and that the tombs and inscriptions of the waste 
places, now half buried in the sand, prove a great lake upon whose 
shores a whole province could cultivate and live. Both hypotheses 
are doubtful for this reason—that no good legend preserves the 
recordfChanges far less momentous have left whole cycles of ballads 
and stories behind them.’^ 

Would you not rather read history written thus than as it is told by 
so dead a person as Freeman, learned though Freeman was,* or by 
somebody as accurate as Samuel Rawson Gardiner, or J. B. Bury? 
I have no doubt of it. But you might feel it wise—if a student—to 
g:ead a little more deeply? 

Chesterton suffered from the same charge of presenting what 
may be calle.d unduly simplified history. He also had a preference 
for the legendary. He says: • 
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“Probably the rhyme which runs, 

‘When good King Arthur ruled this land 
He was a noble long. 

He stole three pecks of barley meal,’ 

is much nearer the true medieval note than the aristocratic stateliness 
of Tennyson. But about all these grotesques of the popular fancy 
there is ojie last thing to be remembered. It must especially be re¬ 
membered by those who would dwell exclusively on documents, and 
take no note of tradition at all. Wild as would be the results of 
credulity concerning all the old wives’ tales, it would not be so wild 
as the errors that can arise from trusting to written evidence when 
there is not enough of it. Now the whole written evidence for the 
first part of our history would go into a small book. A very few details 
are mentioned, and none are explained. A fact thus standing alone, 
without the key of contemporary thought, may be very much more 
misleading than any fable. To know what word an archaic scribe 
wrote without being sure of what thing he meant, may produce a 
result that is literally mad. Thus, for instance, it would be unwise 
to accept literally the tale that St. Helena was not only a native of 
Colchester, but was a daughter of Old King Cole. But it would not be 
very unwise; not so unwise as some things that are deduced from 
documents. The natives of Colchester certainly did honour to St. 
Helena, and might have had a king named Cole. According to the 
more serious story, the saint’s father was an inn-keeper; and the only 
' recorded action of Cole is well within the resources of that calling. 
It would not be nearly so unwise as to deduce from fhe wripeA word, 
as some critic of the future may do, that the natives of ?3olchester 
were oysters.” 

After that and taking into consideration all that the method implies, 
it is perhaps hardly surprising that there are some—^including myself 
—^who believe Belloc’s province to be not history, but that exceed¬ 
ingly personal product, the essay, of which he is complete master; 
and Chesterton’s province not history, but poetry, or that beautiful 
kind of fable which he created for the exploitation of Father Brown, 
the priest-detective. Belloc at large, sailing, tramping, debating with 
the reader, singing, observing the country and the people he meets, 
eating and drinking with gusto, and writing with triumphant relish 
both of himself and his language (which he handles as a steersman 
handles a small boat at sea when the wind is freshening); Chesterton 
taking a common story, ingeniously twisting it, and at last leaving 
the earth altogether with a style that suggests the upward soaring 
(never the graceless flap) of a children’s kite; both bringing to their 
art a love of life so uncommon at the present time as to ravish us 
with a sense of what they mean when they speak of Merrie England and 
“that laughter that has slept since the Middle Ages”—do, they not thus 
establish themselves as very iiliportant figures in modern TTterature? 
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I AM sure that most of us would find the Middle Ages an occasion 
for—^it is the “modn” word—disgust if we were transported back 
into them. Belloc and Chesterton would not have done so. Belloc 
would have been happy if he had been born in the days when dis¬ 
putatious scholars went from University to University upon the 
Continent and argued for their bread. He had the hardiness to sail 
his own boat across the English Channel in a fog; and a life that 
gave him wine to drink, brains to test, and a soul to shrive was 
ever the good life for him. Chesterton was less hardy, but he was 
one, nevertheless, to whom eating and drinking and good talk 
could be as well conducted from the floor as from a modern chair. 
Neither Belloc nor Chesterton had anything of the funereal sleekness 
of the modn aesthete, the silence, the self-engrossed aloofness, the 
lack of good fellowship, the pinched assumption that humour is 
not humour unless it is concerned with sexual symbols. Yet neither 
Belloc nor Chesterton had the dreary boisterousness of the boon 
companion. Each was an original. 

When Belloc wrote ‘‘The Path to Rome’’ he was following a 
recognized literary road—the writer of charm going alone upon a 
trip among strange people, laughing, learning, and then posing a 
little before the^world. Stevenson had done just such a walk through 
the C^vennes, and his book about the journey had greatly pleased 
the sentimentalists. Rather earlier in history, Laurence Sterne had 
also told the story of his travels in France rather better than Steven¬ 
son (but as I am going to speak presently of Chesterton i»must 
beware of saying anything ill of one of his idols) and had pleased 
even those who were not sentimentalists. And so Belloc knew what 
he was doing when he took this path and set down his account of 
what happened to him en route. But, miraculously, he avoided senti¬ 
mentality ; there was in him a certain robust and boyish courage and 
simplicity which, although he could chaff the reader and at times do 
a little bragging of one sort or another, gave “The Path to Rome” a 
character of its own. It remains Belloc’s best long book, and the one 
by which most of his admirers would wish him first to be known. 
It is a tale of dangers run, and fears acknowledged, of hours en¬ 
livened by nonsense and accidentally good or evil meals. In is a 
chronicle of moods, a picture of moun^^ins and forests and small 
towns, a traveller’s tale, an enchanting monologue, and anything else 
the reader fancies. And it is the early work of a* man who could 
Already do anything he wished with his pen. 

That, indeed, was one of Belloc’s weaknesses—that he was 
always sc>/«fflch a master of his pen.. He was too versatile for the 
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mind of a public that prefers repetition. And furthermore it was 
sometimes difficult to discover at what point the serious Belloc 
yielded to the extravagant Belloc; for in the grand manner which he 
often used an able and humour-filled writer must often check him¬ 
self sharply lest he guy his own grandeur. Let any reader take Belloc 
at his most serious, and then turn to his satirical novel, ‘‘Emmanuel 
Burden”: it will be found that “Emmanuel Burden” contains pas¬ 
sages, despitfe its satirical character, which strongly resemble Belloc 
at his most serious, and barely exceed the sonorousness of his more 
rhetorical mood. That does not happen in so finished and consum¬ 
mate a work of irony as “The Mercy of Allah,” of course; but “The 
Mercy of Allah” is extremely mature, whereas “Emmanuel Burden,” 
being experimental, is particularly interesting to the student of 
Belloc as showing his mind more fitfully playing between anger and 
pity, and particularly informing as showing the danger to a stylist 
of the power to burlesque all styles, including his own. 

Even so, Belloc is a more persistent and sustained writer than 
Chesterton, who was best in short flights. To take one single work 
of his as an example, “The Flying Inn” is a laborious and aimless 
extravaganza, spoiled by the author's inability to keep upon one 
plane and by his uncertainty as to the particular plane he is occupy¬ 
ing. But the lyrics in it, and single episodes or paragraphs where 
inspiration caught up the pen and made it caper, are sufficient to 
make “The Flying Inn” a book known to every matji of humour in 
England. It would seem to have been an effort upon Chesterton's 
part to write a modern Peacockian novel; but Chesterton's is a 
rambling wit and not an incisive one, and the resemblance between 
“The*Flying Inn” and the scholarly Peacock's “Melincourt” is in 
favour of the older book in all except the poetical passages. Here, 
indeed, Chesterton was on his own ground. 

But if we compare a book such as “The Flying Inn” with the 
volumes of Father Brown stories we can see how admirably the 
Chestertonian genius is fitted to colour the slightest tale with magic. 
Whether we observe how a crime can be committed by a postman 
because nobody sees a postman (or any other quite familiar figure) 
entering a block of flats; or hear the steps of the tall man who is a 
guest to the waiters and a waiter to the guests and uses his opportu¬ 
nity to steal all the fish knives and forks of the “Twelve True Fisher¬ 
men”^ or imagine the velocity of a hammer flung from a church 
tower upon a villain belotv, we are taken entirely away from the 
world we live in and into a world of dreams and strangeness. And 
we are taken, not because the events are strange in themselves, but 
because the author mesmerises us with the aid of the genius which he 
conceals up his sleeve. It is the literary genius, and nothing else, 
which effects the mesmerismi. for the ch^m of “The^iiammer of 
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God/* for example, would vanish if the story were told by any other 
writer. Father Brown mounts with the criminal, a clergyman, to a 
stone balcony about the tower of a church: 

“Immediately beneath and about them the lines of the Gothic 
building plunged outwards into the void with a sickening swiftness 
akin to suicide. There is that element of Titan energy in the archi¬ 
tecture of the Middle Ages that, from whatever aspect it be seen, it 
always seems to be rushing away, like the strong back of some 
maddened horse. This church was hewn out of ancient and silent 
stone, bearded with old fungoids and stained with the nests of birds. 
And yet, when they saw it from below, it sprang like a fountain at the 
stars; and when they saw it, as now, from above, it poured like a 
cataract into a voiceless pit. For those two men on the tow^er were 
left alone with the most terrible aspect of the Gothic; the monstrous 
foreshortening and disproportion, the dizzy perspectives, the glimpses 
of great things small and small things great; a topsy-turvydom of 
stone in the mid-air. Details of stone, enormous by their proximity, 
were relieved against a pattern of fields and farms, pigmy in their 
distance. A carved bird or beast at a corner seemed like some vast 
walking or flying dragon wasting the pastures and villages below. 
The whole atmosphere was dizzy and dangerous, as if men were up¬ 
held in air amid the gyrating wings of colossal genii, and the whole 
of that old church, as tall and rich as a cathedral, seemed to sit upon 
the sunlit country like a cloud-burst.** 

« « 

In such a scene, how could any man not exchange with Father Brown 
the glance which confesses to murder? 

These two men, Chesterton and Belloc, were essentially writers 
and dialecticians. They sported with ideas and imaginings f 5 r the 
enjoyment of sport; for as Belloc says: 

rHum^n affairs have always in them very strongly and per¬ 
manently inherent, the character of a sport; the interest (at any rate 
of males) in the conduct of human life is always largely an interest of 
seeing that c^tain rules are kept, and certain points won, according 
to the rules.\ 

They had greater skill in dialectical writing than any of their con¬ 
temporaries excepting only Shaw. They had the gift of writing with 
peculiar simplicity and beauty, and the utmost clearness. But wlien it 
comes to what they write, it must be said that Belloc was governed 
by his passion for propositions; and that Chesterton was governed 
W his passion for antithesis. Belloc said ‘T shall shoV; I shall prove; 
1 shall establish.** He would show that the French Revolution 
turned upon and was conditioned by its military history. He would 
prove that^KBbespierre, a weak man, did not create the Terror, but 
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resisted it and was unwillingly driven to it by others. He would 
establish that the dissolution of the monasteries in England in the 
sixteenth century was the beginning of the industrial revolution and 
the Capitalist system. But he does not convince us about the French 
Revolution or about Robespierre or about the dissolution of the 
monasteries for at least three reasons. The first of these reasons is 
that we already hold other views (the basis for which he ignores in 
spite of all clamour) as to the events; the second reason is that his 
style, being authoritative, is unfitted for persuasion; and the third 
reason is that despite every ingenuity he is unable in the com¬ 
munications he makes to fulfil the promise he has given. The third 
reason is the fatal reason. 

Chesterton in the same way made propositions; but they were less 
peremptory and less serious than Belloc’s. He did not say “I shall 
show.” He said: “There is one metaphor of which the moderns are 
very fond; they are always saying, ‘You can’t put the clock back.’ 
The simple and obvious answer is ‘You can’ . . . There is another 
proverb, ‘As you have made your bed, so you must lie in it’; which 
again is simply a lie. If I have made my bed uncomfortable, please 
God I will make it again.” But nobody, reading these remarks, can 
fail to make sufficient retorts to them; and the soundness of Chester¬ 
ton’s opinion is lost in a fritter of nonseme. 

Now what can we do about such men# All who enjoy debate and 
the flexible use of thought and language must 4Hight in their 
adroitness. All who can stand outside the stream of current opinion 
must observe how many ideas of virtue and value continually appear 
in their work. But when all is turmoil, as it is to-day, it is too much 
to expect that the occupants of a backwater will receive the proper 
rewaWs oV literary geniusl That is what happened to Belloc and 
Chesterton. They were ro^rded as old gentlemen doing whatever 
is the nautical equivalent of fiddling while Rome bums. For this 
reason their gifts—finally separated for ever from their views and 
resistances—^will not be fully realized and acknowledged until 
at least a century has passed. How great those gifts were, in my 
opinion, could be stated only in terms which would seem at this 
time extravagant. 



Chapter Five 
FANCY FAIR 

BARRIE, MILNE, JAMES STEPHENS 

i 

“Venables ... You Scots, Mrs. Shand, are such a mixture of the practical and the 
emotional that you escape out of an Englishman’s hand like a trout.’’ 

What Every Woman Knoa/s. 

I T cannot have escaped the notice of those who have been com¬ 
mended by Desmond MacCarthy as “alert, original men and 
women” that, so far, the only true-born Englishman to find a 
place in this book is H. G. Wells. I emphasize the fact, however, in 
view of constant generalizations as to the English character. We 
began our sketch of the Georgian literary scene with an American 
who became an Englishman only at the end of his life. We then con¬ 
tinued with an Irishman and two men who are half -French. As the 
chapters follow, it will be found that an extraordinary number of 
English writers are Americans, Frenchmen, Scotsmen, Irishmen, 
Welshmen, Jews, South Africans, Australasians, and Poles. Let us 
look at our first Scotsman. 

I suppose that Scottish invaders are outnumbered by the Irish, 
but I have not counted the two classes, and I must not stay to do so. 
The most celebrated Scots authors, apart from two kings v^io Uelong 
to earlier times, have been Hume, Adam Smith, Smollett, Boswell, 
Burns, Scott, Carlyle, Macaulay, Susan Ferrier, Dr. John Brown, 
William Blapk, and R. L. Stevenson; and it must be admitted, I 
think, that with the exception of Boswell all these writers—some of 
them very wrongly—are at the present moment estimated less 
highly than they have been in the past. Hume, though recommended, 
is never read; Adam Smith (whose economics are too simple for our 
intricate days) has received his quietus; Smollett has always been 
underrated, except by Robertson NicoU; Burns as an original 
writer was rather blown-upon in the Henley-Henderson edition of 
his works; Scott, to my horror, is found dull; Carlyle, that admirable 
dramatist and rhetorician, has been daube*d with the stigma of sexual 
chilliness or worse, and has been buried in a six-volume biography; 
Macaulay is the most traduced genius in English literature, since 
every Jack-in-the-box feels safe in accusing him of mud-slinging; 
William Bl^ (although Justin McCarthy once witheringly dis¬ 
missed Haf^ as his inferior) and Susan Ferrier are alike forgotten; 

9 * 
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and Stevenson is waiting for romanticism to come round again. 
The truth is that Scotland is out of the literary fashion. 

That does not mean, of course, that Scottish authors remain 
unread. Buyit does mean that their names are less freely canvassed 
than of oldlTFor one thing, ours is a day when reserves are suspect; 
and we have iyn the authority of a Scots writer that whereas ‘‘the 
bolder Englislmian (I am told) will write a love-chapter and then go 
out, quite coolly, to dinner, such goings-on are contrary to the 
Scotch nature; even the great novelists dared not. Conceive Mr. 
Stevenson left alone with a hero, a heroine, and a proposal impend¬ 
ing (he does not know where to look). Sir Walter in the same cir¬ 
cumstances gets out of the room by making his love scene take 
place between the end of one chapter and the beginning of the next.” 
But that is only half the story. The Scots, being fundamentally 
sensual people, who would go raging mad if they allowed free rein 
to their emotions, long ago imposed severe restraints upon them¬ 
selves, and became grave, cold, and haughty. Their domestic 
affections have always been strong; between those affections and the 
world they have interposed a barrier of pride and silence. This 
defence is rarely pierced from without; but, from within, the old 
Scottish character may be said to leak in a kind of superficial tender¬ 
ness and sentiment. I have seen my own Scots grandfather move 
himself to tears merely by singing affecting notes. The words he sang 
did not matter; he cried because his voice was so beautiful. . 

Furthermore, there is a complacency about the Scots which is 
curiously combined with modesty. It is less objectionable to others 
than Yorkshire and Lancashire self-satisfaction, because it goes 
quietly deeper. Some men are troubled at the thought that others 
may be cleverer than they; the Scotsman has no such qualms. If he 
is humourless, it does not occur to him; if he is humorous, he^has 
such playfulness of mind and such ingenuity of tongue that the 
problem is immediately dissolved and Aspersed. Self-righteous the 
Scots may be, and it is a fault; but they are among the few people 
in the world who perceive and are amused by their own com¬ 
placency, and who make jokes about it for the amusement of others. 
If they also stuff their emotions into the dark cupboard of the mind, 
and laugh and cry over the few remnants which have escaped con¬ 
cealment, we who are not Scotsmen can always bring our ever-ready 
contempt to the scene and dismiss the Scots as thrifty sentimentalists 
who make fortunes out of*these by-products. 

It was Stevenson who began the last Scottish revival. He told 
the world about a little Scots boy, and about a young man travelling 
about the world and charming everybody, and about the delights of 
make-believe; and in his hands Caledonia did not seeiji as stern and 
wild as had been supposed.* It seemed a place whef? delightful 
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children fancifully played in bed, or by the fireside, or out upon the 
hills; and English readers, who are always made to cry by anything 
about Ireland, thought that Scotland was nearly as touching, and 
somehow less harrowing and melodramatic than the sister isle. 
So at the end of the eighteen-eighties booksellers could not circulate 
tales of Scottish life fast enough to please their eager patrons. At that 
time a critic named whom I take to have been Augustine 

Birrell (his mother was Scottish), wrote in a weekly 'review that 
"‘what has happened so often before is happening now. Everybody 
is reading ‘A Window in Thrums^ and ‘Auld Licht Idylls.’ The 
instantaneous popularity of these two books,” continued A.B., “is a 
beautiful thing. It is Faith’s Restorative, for if it does not annihilate 
the doctrine of the Universal Depravity of the Human Race, it goes 
a long way to justify a belief in their Final Restoration. The author 
has conceded nothing to the public taste. May he never do sol 
Of sentiment, that odious onion, not a trace is to be found in these 
sweet-smelling pages.” 

“A Window in Thrums” and “Auld Licht Idylls” were not the 
only Scottish tales of that era; but they were the first essays in a 
new kind of book that immediately became the rage. They made 
Scotland not only charming but quaint. They enjoyed the applause 
of such pundits as A.B., who as you have seen thought them free 
from sentiment; and they w^ent nevertheless directly home to the 
bosoms of men^and women who judged with their hearts. And the 
author of these two books, who, without expecting to do so, had 
set a new fashion and created a new literary genre—the “kail-yard” 
or cabbage-patch novel—was a very small, quiet, pale Scots journal¬ 
ist named J. M. Barrie. He was unknown in London, net yet 
thirty years of age, the first Scotsman to take the town since Steven¬ 
son, and even then not so long after Stevenson. The public was 
already familiar in Stevenson’s work with the Scots tongue as 
printed. It had expected nothing more in that line. But it now 
learned, with enthusiasm that grew from year to year until it 
resembled worship, that another genius had taken the road which, 
according to Dr. Johnson, offers the Scot the finest vista he will ever 
see. And although there were soon imitators of the new fashion who 
drove it at last into commonplace, Barrie himself went on to show 
that he had learnt more at his mother’s knee than old memories of 
Thrums. 
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ii. James Matthew Barrie 




“The horror of my boyhood was that I knew a time would come when I must give 
u^the games, and Jiow it was to be done I saw not. ... I felt that I must continue 
playing in secret.” I 

^ Margaret Ogjilvy. 


J AMES Ma'tthew Barrie was born at Kirriemuir, Forfarshire, 
on May 9th, i860. He was his parents’ second son, but his elder 
brother died while Barrie was very small, and from that time Barrie 
was the apple of the family eye. Kirriemuir was a tiny place; the 
Barries were poor; and the little boy had plenty of occasion for 
story-making. He was quick to imagine himself any kind of character 
he created in his fancy; and that is a habit which lasted to the end of 
his life, when he spoke to audiences less as J. M. Barrie than as some 
ghost, or fantastic figure of the past, whose opinions for the time 
he had appropriated. And he began to write stories before he was 
twelve years old. His first full-length novel was completed and 
offered to a publisher in the year before he went to Edinburgh 
University. It was rejected, with the assurance, nevertheless, that 
the author was ‘‘a clever little lady.” That was a shock. For a time 
the impulse to write novels was checked. 

. But a literary life was the one for which Barrie pined; and as soon 
as he was able to do so he obtained a position as leader-writer on a 
Nottingham newspaper; and while he was there he began to send 
sketches, articles, and stories to the London press. -It took him 
eighteen months to get his work accepted; but at last the first of the 
“Auld Licht Idylls” caught the attention of Frederick Greenwood, 
editor of [he St. Jameses Ga^ette^ who took it and asked for more. 
“There came to me,” said Barrie, “as unlooked for as a telegram, 
the thought that there was something quaint about my native place.” 

Something quaint! That was exactly the key for which this 
talent had been waiting. He hastened to get more and more memories 
of the Kirriemuir of past days from his mother. “Now my mother 
might have been discovered, in answer to certain excited letters, 
flinging a bundle of undarned socks from her lap, and ‘going in for 
literature’; she was racking her brains, by request, for memories 
I might convert into articles, and they came to me in letters which 
she dktated to my sisters.” And when the articles had been pub¬ 
lished in sufficient numbeif there arose the thought that they might 
be collected together into a book, and so make a bid for wider fame 
and fortune. “Aiild Licht Idylls” was the result. 

There was a slight difficulty about this, because publishers did 
not share the view of Frederick Greenwood as to the merits of the 
sketches of Scottish life. But at last a brother Scot, Wfiflltm Robert- 
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son Nicoll, a man whose nose for talent was uncannily sure, “found 
a wy,” and the book was published. So was “A Window in Thrums.” 
So was “When a Man’s Single.” And so, two years later, was “The 
Little Minister.” Now “The Little Minister” differed from its pre¬ 
decessors in having a really old-fashioned and melodramatic story. 
It was a tremendous success; and it was dramatized, and had another 
tremendous success as a play. By this time Barrie had already begun 
to write original plays; and after Toole had produce <5 one small 
skit on Ibsen which he had written he became the author of “Walker, 
London.” When a little over thirty he was well known both as 
novelist and dramatist, and equally successful in both fields. From 
that time forward he could do nothing but add and add and add to 
his fame. The novels ceased with “Tommy and Grizel,” in 1900, 
although a few later pieces of fiction appeared. But the plays went 
on, from “The Professor’s Love Story,” in 1895; “Quality Street,” 
“The Admirable Crichton,” and “Little Mary” in 1903; and “Peter 
Pan” in 1904; to “Dear Brutus” in 1917, “Mary Rose” in 1920, and 
“The Boy David,” an almost posthumous failure, in 1937. “Shall 
We Join the Ladies?” produced in 1922, was but the fragment of a 
play which nobody as yet has ever quite known how to finish. 

Towards the end of his days Barrie amused himself by accepting 
a baronetcy and various academic honours. He took to speaking in 
public. And he was rigorously condemned to exclusion from polite 
literature, for an attitude to life which exasperated the “modn” 
movement. I shall come presently to that criticism and its justi¬ 
fication. 


iii , • 

Myself. I had a letter the other day from an old friend of mine. She said: “I don’t 
envy you anything except knowing Barrie.” 

Barrie (gravely). Then she’d better not meet him. 

W HEN he was a young man, portraits used to appear at times in 
the press which showed a little pale face, a tiny moustache, and 
an enormous brow. I am under the impression that in those days 
brows were worn high; and Barrie’s was both high and broad. As 
time passed his face filled out and grew less pale, more full of 
character, more full of melancholy; and the brow became somehow 
less conspicuous. But then Barrie’s whole appearance was iftcon- 
spicuous, for he was one of the smallest writers who ever lived. He 
gave the impression of being very broad in the shoulder; he cared no¬ 
thing at all for dress; and his little figure in general passed unnoticed. 
Quite different from Shaw, who, being tall and thin, strode along in 
woollen glov^ and without an overcoat as if he were in training for 
a London tomighton race. Quite diffeftnt from Wells, who radiated 
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a sedate cheerfulness and, when he saw you from afar, was im¬ 
mediately full of the mock insult he would deliver at meeting. Quite 
different from anybody else, as one would expect. Totally different 
from the impression which might be formed of the author of a 
Barrie play. Smoking a great big pipe, in winter wearing a half- 
buttoned great-coat and hard felt hat, he (unlike the late Hall Caine, 
who could not help being spectacular) expected to pass unnoticed, 
and seemed unconscious of his surroundings. He was not uncon¬ 
scious. He was merely not self-conscious. 

In company he was silent—unless cricket was mentioned, when 
silence departed from him, and he was filled with great eloquence. 
On the subject of cricket he was invincible. I remember one cold 
day some years ago—an English cricket team was at the time tour¬ 
ing Australia—that I felt a touch on my arm, and turned to find that 
Barrie had caught sight of me and stopped. We had barely spoken; 
and the cold was such that the tears in our eyes were far from 
being those of sentiment; when a newsboy passed, shouting “Test 
Match Clozer Play.” With incredible alacrity, Barrie deserted me, 
drew a penny from his pocket, and grabbed a paper, into which he 
completely disappeared for several minutes. On another occasion, 
A. G. Gardiner was invited by another friend to join Barrie and 
himself at lunch. Gardiner did not know Barrie very well, and tried 
his hardest to find a topic upon which Barrie would open his mouth. 
At last, in despair, he spoke of something that interested himself— 
cricket. He had no further difficulty, except that (he was a loud- 
voiced man) of making himself heard. 

Years ago, after arranging the publication of Daisy Ashford’s 
“The Yopng Visiters,” I thought that a preface by Barrie would 
mean a great deal to the success of that strange and delightful work. 
So, as Daisy Ashford did not know Barrie, I had her permission to 
show him the typescript and boldly ask for his help. I sent the 
script, and made the request. Barrie refused a preface. He did not 
even think the story would be a success in book form. But he 
offered to write an article round it, and to give Daisy Ashford all 
the money he received for his article. It was my turn to refuse. I 
assured him that “The Young Visiters” was to be published; and 
asked if I might call. 

I found him a pathetically sick man. Our conversation was 
marked by slowness and hesitation upon his side, and promptness 
on my own. He said: “I An’t write this preface.” I said: “It would 
make all the difference to the book.” He said: “You ought to do it 
yourself.” I said: “Nobody would care tuppence.” He said: “E. y. 
Lucas would write a good preface.” I said: “A splendid preface; an 
ideal preface. But your name on the title-page wouldmake all the 
difference,” He said: “Antsey Guthrie would write a flRe preface.” 
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I said; “I have not a doubt of it; but three words by you would take 
the book into every household that will find it funny.” He said: 

“-(I forget who this was) would be quite a good man to write a 

preface.” I said nothing at all. Barrie quailed before that silence. He 
said, now very ill indeed: “I see IVe got to write this preface.” I left 
him. 

Subsequently Cabinet Ministers argued as to whether Barrie or 
Daisy Ashford had written the whole book. One woman journalist, 
meeting me in the street, fixed me with a demoniacal eye and de¬ 
manded: “Did he^ or did “The Young Visiters” sold over a 
hundred and thirty thousand copies in England alone, and nearly 
twice that number in the United States; Barrie received nothing for 
his preface; and Daisy Ashford became a small heiress, married, and 
is now living happily ever after. I tell the story to illustrate Barrie’s 
diffidence and generosity; but I wonder whether it does not also a 
little justify that romantic view of life proper to the author of 
“Sentimental Tommy.” 


iv 


^“Sometimes his emotion masters him completely, at other times he can step aside, 
as It were, and take an approving look at it I j 

' Sentimental Tommy. 


B esides being the first Scotsman, Barrie is the first sentimentalist 
to figure in our panorama of the Georgian literary world. It was 
all very well for the A.B. whom I have quoted to say that there was 
no sentiment in “Auld Licht Idylls” and “A Window in Thrflms,” 
for we know he meant that these books are free from gross appeals 
to our lachrymal glands. He could hardly have repeated his com¬ 
mendation after reading “The Little Minister” and “Sentimental 
Tommy.” One either reads the later novel with an all-indulgent 
smile or tear, or one fidgets, or one breaks into stentorian curses. 
To explain why this is so I should have to write a great tome on the 
nature of life and the value of differing interpretations of human 
nature. I am sure that no reader wishes this. 

But I will try to make a distinction. Shaw said that men are self- 
deceiving humbugs, and that women arc the instruments of what he 
calls the Life Force. Wells said that in a clean and orderly universe 
men and women would lead sexually cofnmonsense lives, but that 
the men of to-day who plan great advances in science have their 
work seriously interfered with by the intrusion of sexual affairs. 
He was never voluptuous in describing these affairs. If he had been, 
he would have had little trouble with watch committees and censors. 
It was becad^e he tried to justify freedom of conduct on grounds 

G 
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that Upset Christian ethics that he had his black and prosperous 
days of ^‘banning.” Henry Janies saw men and women as strange 
oblique minds—not bodies—touching each other, glancing off, 
endlessly swimming in extraordinary comprehensions which com¬ 
mon readers do not share. Belloc and Chesterton hardly at all con¬ 
cerned themselves with men and women as men and women; both 
were born allegorists and dealers in fantasy. But to Barrie women 
were tender motherly creatures and men were their little boys. 

To an age which has been taught to ridicule parents (I do not 
say that it is wrong to ridicule parents) this conception appears so 
thoroughly preposterous that Barrie’s sincerity is suspect. A wrong 
conclusion. The book he wrote about his mother—it is called 
“Margaret Ogilvy”—is both affecting and sincere. The relationship 
pictured in it is quite sufficient (even without the Freudian gloss) to 
account for the turn of all Barrie’s work. She was his sweetheart. 
It was a joke in his family that every heroine he drew was but 
another portrait of her; and none more teasingly and complacently 
accepted the identification than the mother herself. But few now wish 
to believe in the tender motherly woman; and most of us feel that 
the boy who will not grow up is a trifle emasculated. 

That is one aspect; here is another. By some dispensation, each 
one of us carries in his heart a little ideal self-portrait. Whatever we 
do has somehow to be adjusted to this picture; and whether we are 
aesthetes who regard our taste as too fastidious for toleratioo of the 
second-rate, or whether we are proud of being amusing, or whether 
we picture ourselves as loving—and loved by—all dear little things, 
or as disillusioned, or as pillars of moral indignation, or whether 
(like VnysfIf) we are so clever that we get right round behind these 
fantasies and reach a state of what looks to others very much like 
nonentity, we keep the ideal portrait as a sort of model. Now to 
play to a model, or to imitate oneself, is sentimentality. It is self- 
consciousness in action. We have a lot of it nowadays* tricked up as 
intellectual anger, disgust, or contempt for the familiar; but in its 
simple form it is sentimentality as Barrie illustrated it in “Senti¬ 
mental Tommy.” 

Tommy Sandys, you will remember, could move himself to 
tears by a kind of impersonation of somebody or something heroic 
or pathetic or romantic, and at other times could “step aside, as it 
werei and take an approving look” at his own emotion. Barrie’s 
sentimentality was this seAtimentality. To those who are sentimental 
in other ways it was and is a source of acute discomfort. But just 
as egoists are mordant observers of the foibles of other men, senti¬ 
mentalists, while observing themselves with pleasure, do not en¬ 
tirely spare the rest of mankind. In his three best plays, “The 
Admirable Crichton,” “Dear Brutus,” and “The Ttfelve Pound 
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Look/^ Barrie was almost cruelly critical of those who were neither 
mothers nor little boys. It may be said that these plays are senti¬ 
mental; they do not, it may be, go to the very bottom of the human 
mind. But they are amusing, astringent, and pointed. Each presents, 
in the guise of a simple situation, a parable from nature. 

“The Admirable Crichton,” the first of them, depicts the 
experiences of a small party wrecked upon an island without in¬ 
habitants. Immediately a change in the relationship of*the various 
members of the party begins.lThe man who, in a state where 
privilege is all-powerful, is a butler, assumes command; the others 
find their own level. Only when rescue is achieved does the old 
order re-establish itself, and all, ironically, is as before—but not 
quite as before^“Dear Brutus,” written some years later, collects 
a number of imsatisfied men and women upon Midsummer Eve, 
all of whom believe that if—something other than what they have— 
could be theirs they would be happy; and gives them, in a fairy 
wood, a chance to realize their dreams. The melancholy result—so 
salutary, so convincing, and so saddening to the beholder—is shown 
to be that if they could all have what they hanker for they would be 
no better satisfied than they now are. 

“The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars. 

But in ourselves, that we are underlings.” 

Finally, “The Twelve Pound Look” is about a professional 
typist, once a wife, who had left her vulgar husband years before, 
and had been-divorced by him. In the play, she is by chance engaged 
by the quondam husband to type letters of thanks for congratulations 
upon a new honour, is recognized by her husband, and pressed by 
him to tell the name of the man for whom she has sacrificed her 
position. She answers that there was no man, but that her liberty 
was of more value than anything he could give her. When assured 
by the husband that he is now worth a quarter of a million pounds, 
she answers that he is worth no more than twelve pounds, the sum 
she has paid for her typewriter and liberty. Husbands are warned to 
beware of the “twelve pound look” upon their wives’ faces; and 
indeed this same look is discovered before the end of the play upon 
the face of the wife’s successor. 

These plays were not the work of a man well content with the 
world as it is; they were the work of a man who demurely presented 
his ideas in the form of parables. They ^rc not the work of a man 
with abounding energy, such as Shaw, but of one who sat quietly 
ii^ his chimney corner turning over the disillusions bf a lifetime and 
giving them this wry little twist to make them tolerable to himself. 
The same ideas, treated grimly or exuberantly, might be more 
impressive,‘“bitt they would not be moae profound. 
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Treated grimly, they would strike most audiences as fairly bitter; 
treated with fancy, as they are, they may appear more bitter still. 
Certainly, with all their fancy, they are not happy plays. Beauti¬ 
fully neat, so that in public performance every shade is retained and a 
wedth of what Pooh Bah called “corroborative detail” of the theatre 
is added, they read, especially with the acid introductory stage 
directions, as unsmiling comments upon a world that is past help¬ 
ing. If, as I believe, the charm and the stealthy and subtle humour are 
no more than superficial—the play of a mind that works best in the 
darkness; but a subtle mind, even where it avoids the full impli¬ 
cations of its own discoveries—they illumine very particularly the 
nature of the talent, I think the genius, from which they rise. 

This genius is expressly a Scottish genius, one which never dares 
to regard literature (I grant the exception of Burns) as a field for the 
display of emotion. Excepting for superb passages in “The Heart of 
Midlothian,” I do not recall any Scottish prose writing in which the 
author’s imagination is allowed to range free. Always, with Scottish 
writers, either timidity or restraint or some personal or thematic 
hobble keeps them from attempting grandeur or the grandiose. 
It is as if they all said “Let me first of all be safe.” That is not what 
they say, of course; it is only what they seem to say; but the effect is 
the same. The effect is that there is always measure alike in the work 
and in our response to it. 

I say this of Barrie’s finest work, which I take to lie in the three 
plays just described. Only in the case of one play of his can the 
response be called unmeasured; and this play unfortunately is the 
one by which he is always judged. “Peter Pan,” the children’s enter¬ 
tainment y/hich is less a play than a portmanteau of games and in¬ 
sights, has given the utmost pleasure to many children and many 
adults for nearly half a century. Lines from it, remembered from the 
past, are as familiar to grown-up children as lines from the Gilbert 
and Sullivan operas. And yet as one recalls “Peter Pan,” and its 
admitted charms for many, one does, I think, hesitate. Although 
there has been no entertainment for children which approaches it in 
popularity in the whole of modern theatrical history, and although it 
has contributed greatly, I surmise, to the decline and fall of the 
English Christmas pantomime, there is in “Peter Pan” something 
approaching an exploitation of the child mind. As it entertains, so it 
decer^'es. When Peter says that “to die will be an awfully big ad¬ 
venture,” he becomes iiAolerable. When he demands to know 
whether the audience believes in fairies, and poor over-excited tots 
thunder out their applause, we may wonder whether Barrie was a 
human being or a demon. For Barrie himself never believed in 
fairies. 

This you will say is a moial criticism. So it is. Bu^hrely it also 



FANCY FAIR 


lOI 


suggests why *‘Peter Pan” has been the chief cause of Barrie’s 
decline in critical esteem. It is to entertain the children; that is 
agreed. So was “Alice in Wonderland.” And yet “Alice in Wonder¬ 
land” contains not the smallest hint of sentimentality. It is genuine 
gold throughout. There is not the smallest hint of sentimentality in 
any one of the Gilbert and Sullivan operas, which are genuine gold 
throughout. “Peter Pan” is sentimental. For this reason Barrie’s 
work is now seriously undervalued by many who, if they knew the 
major plays and the early books of Kirriemuir sketches, would 
recognize in it a positive contribution to modern letters. 


V. Alan Alexander Milne 

“In conclusion, I must distress my friend J. M. Barrie (who gave me a first chance) 
by acknowledging my great debt to him. It would be more polite to leave him out of it, 
but I cannot let him off.** 

A. A. Milne: Preface to F/rst Plays. 

I T would also be more politic on my part, in writing of A. A. 

Milne, to omit reference to Barrie; but I, too, cannot let him off. 
Barrie was here first, and Milne would have been Milne if Barrie 
had never lived (make no mistake about that); but there are such 
parallels between the two that I want to introduce Milne here and 
now, instead of waiting until, in a manner of speaking, he is old 
enough to enter the book as a full-grown author. 

Alan Alexander Milne was born on January i8th, 1882. His 
father was the schoolmaster whose preparatory school in Kilburn 
has already been mentioned; and Milne’s association with niodern 
writers began early. Those who are amused by such accidents will 
be glad to know that there is reproduced in the Henley House Maga*:(ine 
a photograph which shows H. G. Wells as a wispy young assistant 
master, and Milne as a ringleted child of about eight years old. He 
later went to Westminster School, and then to Trinity College, 
Cambridge. At Cambridge he edited The Granta^ and upon returning 
to London he immediately became a contributor to Punch. He was 
sub-editor of Punch for eight years, and left the staff to fight in the 
line during the first European War. 

Punchy therefore, is the key to Milne (or it has been assumed to 
be the key by those who think keys are derisory symbols), fn its 
pages he made his first reputation; ancf his initials were familiar 
during several years to every reader of the paper^ They appeared 
'Vtteek by week at the end of the lightest of trifles, in which nonsense 
had such wings that the solid-minded could not in those days en¬ 
tirely distingyish it from silliness. They did not appear in con¬ 
nection wilh the smaller quips fillihg each tiny corner, or in 
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connection with his more arduous sub-editorial labours. Few people 
realized that the trifling A.A.M. was in fact a very hard-working 
journalist, with no time at all to indulge his fancy for the luxury of 
play-writing. But Wars, as we know, change all tilings; and between 
1914 and 1918, while other subalterns forgot horrors in games of 
chance or by writing poetry, Milne began in leisure hours to produce 
the plays upon which his heart was set. He is thus a First World 
War and inter-War dramatist, and his second reputation was made 
in the inter-War theatre. 

Now it cannot be denied that Milne has a delightful unseen collab¬ 
orator in his wife, who belongs to a talented and much-con- 
founded family of writers and scholars,—the de Selincourts. She 
does not write his plays for him (although she sometimes writes 
with much wit, I can testify, his letters to old friends); but she is in 
fact the essential audience for them, and it is to her equal relish for 
nonsense that they owe a continued and unfailing lightness of raillery. 
That raillery, so unforced and so unaffected, is natural in the Milne 
household; and those who judge Milne’s work without knowledge 
of its spontaneity miss the fact that his is an easy and impulsive wit, 
just as those who judge it from a hostile viewpoint miss the fact that 
if he wrote as apparently they would have him write he would be 
egregiously false to his own experience. 

• Finally, it is now fourteen years since The Tims announced that a 
son, described as “Billy,” had been born to the Milfies. That name, 
Billy, must have been soon discarded; for the name of Christopher 
Robin Milne has long been as familiar to thousands of readers as that 
of Peter Pan himself. And having written, to please himself, a num¬ 
ber'of poems and stories for and about Christopher Robin, Milne 
presently published some of the poems in a book, and thus made his 
third reputation, that of a writer of verses for and about the children 
of pleasantly circumstanced parents in two hemispheres. The verses 
were followed by stories which supported and supplemented the 
third reputation. 

Three reputations made in twenty years—unless we call them 
four, on account of “The Red House Mystery”;—and as many 
reputations, of course, to be assailed by all who find the combina¬ 
tion of lightness of heart with love of virtue an anachronism in the 
modern sceptic world. I think it must be said that to the “modns” 
Barri6 and Milne are the least acceptable of all modern writers. Why 
this is so I have shown in the case of Barrie, and I shall presently 
show in the cas^of Milne. Meanwhile I am going to ask what kind 
of man is the author of “The Day’s Play,” “Michael and Mary/’ 
“The Red House Mystery,” “When We Were Very Young,” and 
“Winnie the Pooh”? Although some critics think thj^ne should 
take no heed of the author & estimating the qualityof .his work. 
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that is not my notion; and in Milne’s case the relation of man to 
work is especially interesting^Our judgment of that work, I agree, 
should not depend upon the author’s moral character; but whether 
we mean to do so or not we do react to the personality of any 
author whose work we read, and far too many critics believe that 
because they like or dislike a mental attitude they are in fact dis¬ 
passionately assessing a talenti As a boy in one of Milne’s plays 
puts it: “Why are you the d^il of a fellow if you like drinking 
whisky, and the devil of a prig if you don’t?” Or in other words, 
why arc you the devil of an artist if you write about prostitutes, 
and the devil of a literary prostitute if you don’t? “The gentleman,” 
says C. R. W. Nevinson, “cannot be an artist.”fOne of the half- 
truths; for an artist may be a gentleman. But evm if it were true, 
it is equally true that art is no concern of that shoddy cynic, the 
man-of-the-world. \ 

Milne is so far €ut of the literary fashion that he failed to detest 
his parents. His parents had previously failed to ill-treat and mis¬ 
understand him. He failed to detest his school and his school¬ 
fellows. He failed to have furtive adolescent sexual misadventures 
which left him with burning hatred of all females and an illicit love 
for some fellow male. He married early, and his marriage failed to be 
a failure. He had one son, who failed to disappoint or to hate him. 
And his life has failed to be disagreeable in every particular, p?r-, 
haps because h^ has failed to be as unpleasant as possible to every 
person he met. As the same boy whom I quoted a moment ago tells 
his young wife: “I’m respectable. That’s what’s the matter with me 
really.” And the young wife sympathetically adds: “Public School, 
University and M.C.C.” If I may again add an interpretation :»Not a 
social misfit. Therefore not a rebel. That is very important. 

In appearance Milne is extremely, extraordinarily fair. He is of 
the middle height—perhaps a little above it;—and to this day is as 
slim as he was when he first came down from Cambridge. His eyes 
are very blue, his face is thin but not pale, and I think it would be 
impossible to see him without realizing at once that he has an active 
and quickly—smoothly—working mind. There arc authors who 
look stupid and angry; nobody could miss the intelligence of 
Milne’s expression, and the ready but not especially effulgent 
kindness of his agreeable smile. An observer who knew nothing of 
his books and plays would probably discover that the fac^ was 
notably keen and handsome, free from ariy sign of malice or cruelty, 
but lacking in what I may call the lines of boisterousness. He would 
not at first, I think, find it easy to understand what Milne said, owing 
to the inaudibility and little slurring quickness of his speech. He 
would notice that, like Barrie, Milne is devoted to the game of 
cricket. * • • 
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Milne dresses with marked taste and care (I mean no morq than 
that); and he walks at a considerable speed without looking very 
mu^ at those who pass him. I do not think he is at all interested in 
the casual. Certainly he is not interested in manufacturing con¬ 
versation with strangers. An American visitor to England was once 
left sitting with Mikie on a log while the rest of a cordial house- 
party went for a longish walk. Upon their return, the walkers found 
Milne and Ihe American still sitting on the log, perfectly content, 
and still in the attitudes in which they had been last seen; and the 
American joined his hostess for the short journey back to the house. 
As they strolled, he said thoughtfully: “You English are a wonderful 
people. You convey so much. And yet you don^t say a word.” 

Unlike the man whose mind is unoccupied, then, Milne does 
not tirelessly volunteer conversation. Nor, however, does he repress 
it in others, as do the haughty; a fact from which I draw an inference 
concerning Milne the writer as well as Milne the man. The infer¬ 
ence is that v/hile plentifully blessed (as Barrie was) with fancy, and 
even more plentifully blessed than Barrie with verbal adroitness (as 
witness his versification), he does not command that gift of the 
great romancers and novelists, a profuse fecundity of invention. 
Although by no means unappreciative of these traits in other men, 
he is deficient in vulgarity, in energy, in largeness of thought, and 
in. exuberance of action. 

Milne’s first books consisted of reprinted pieces (tom.Punchy 
the slight sketches to which I have already referred. They were 
delightful nonsense. His children’s verses are familiar, innocent, 
arch, and charmingly turned; the prose tales for children, which I 
find less excellent, are full of happy fancies and agreeable sentiment. 
His one detective story stands high among the lighter examples of a 
popular craft. All these books have a polish and bubble iridescence 
that secure them large numbers of admirers. But it is by his plays 
that Milne has made his most ambitious claim to attention, and, 
finally, it is upon his plays that the critic must concentrate. 

The first of them, apparently, was “Wurzel-Flummery,” the 
story of a trick played upon two proud men by a dying eccentric 
who left each a fortune on condition that each changed his name 
to Wurzel-Flummery. A name, as those who have read Lamb’s 
“Mr. H.” well know, is not a strong theme for a play, and “Wurzel- 
Flummery,” which began in three acts, is now printed in one. 
“Belinda,” another trifle, femains in three acts, and is about an in¬ 
consequent woman, her daughter (newly returned from a convent 
school), a long-blissing husband, and two absurd suitors—one pf 
them a juvenile poet, the other a middle-aged statistician. Here 
again the theme is slight to tenuity. Here again the amusingness of 
the play lies almost entirely ki the persiflage which pSSSes between 
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shallow and very pleasing persons until the curtain falls. Both 
plays were very much like Punch sketches written in dialogue form 
at greater length; both were extremely nonsensical; “Belinda” gave 
a delicious part to one of the most charming actresses the English 
stage has known; but neither play had what may be called an “idea.” 
The story in each case was just sufficient to hold together the various 
nimble sayings of the actors, and no more. But “Belinda” held the 
first of those former or missing husbands who havt? figured so 
prominently in the Milne drama. 

“Mr. Pirn Passes By” was about another of them;—but this time 
the husband did not appear, and in fact he did not (at the moment 
of the play’s action) exist. Another delicious part for the same actress, 
and a success for the author in the commercial theatre. From “Mr. 
Pirn” onwards, a Milne play has been a recognized type of theatrical 
entertainment. I shall not at the moment dwell upon the minor 
plays, except to notice that former and either desirable or undesir¬ 
able husbands figure in at least two of them—“To Have the Honour” 
and “Michael and Mary”;—^but shall go straight to Milne’s most 
considerable dramatic work. 

“The Truth about Blayds,” an ambitious piece which had only 
a short run in London, is about an almost centenarian poet who has 
carried on a lifelong literary imposture. At the end of the first act 
he dies. And as he dies he whispers with his last breath to the 
daughter: who^yc life he has spoilt the fact that he did not write tlie 
poetry upon which his tremendous reputation has been built. He 
has stolen the profuse work of a dead friend and passed it off as his 
own. The remaining acts turn upon the posthumous incredulity 
and dismay of his family, and their relief when they invent a formula 
with which to discredit the confession and when theyMiscover a 
will by which they legally retain the fruits of the old man’s shame. 

The second play, “Success,” is about a prominent and careerist 
Cabinet Minister who has old memories stirred, meets again the 
only girl he ever loved, re-lives (visibly, in an interpolated dream 
scene) the days of his childhood, determines to relinquish career foi 
love, and then, just when the crucial moment arrives, is pulled back 
to the baseness of politics by the offer of the Chancellorship. 

Both “Success” and “The Truth about Blayds” failed in the 
theatre; the latter not unexpectedly, the former through an error ir 
popular judgment. “Blayds” began with a serious and deepljj inter¬ 
esting first act; but as soon as the situation had been grasped the 
play ceased to amuse, and was even a cause of some discomfort tc 
those who saw it. “Success,” which I never saw but which I have 
read more than once, was badly received by the dramatic critics, 
who thought that Milne, by giving it that title, had dared to presume 
upon theii* favourable verdict and foe public response. It was an 
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in justice. “Success” has more feeling in it than any other play of 
Milne’s, is extremely skilful, both as to plan and character, and is full 
of good, quick, effective dialogue. It deserved quite another fate 
than failure. 

But both plays have the weakness which it seems to me is 
apparent in Milne’s work whenever he is most serious; that is, they 
suffer from a kind of punitive 2eal against wrongdoing. Milne has 
such a contempt for backsliders and materialists and sycophants 
that he cannot withhold a moral foreclosure which affects the structure 
of his play. Barrie, after seeing “The Truth about Blayds” (the first 
play by Milne, I believe, of which he had not read the typescript), is 
said to have remarked, with a wise theatre man’s laconism, “I 
should have kept the old man alive”; and this comment, by whomso¬ 
ever it was made, is really, as one thinks of it, devastating. It is much 
more than a technical criticism. It goes to the root of the whole 
question. For “Blayds,” which might have been a great comedy about 
an impostor, shifts its centre to the impostor’s dependants, ignomini¬ 
ous indeed, but of no significance^ To castigate the meanness and 
hypocrisy of those who, after an e^thquake, are trying to pretend 
that there has been a shower, is to bully the demoralized) 

Similarly, in “Success,” although the reawakening df Mannock 
is made credible with extraordinary skill (this is quite Milne’s best 
play), and his downfall before temptation is exciting and con¬ 
vincing, a moral judgment—not a doom—hangs pver the entire 
play. It is not tragedy, but an arraignment. I suggest that owing 
to his knowledge that Mannock was going to collapse, and his 
bitter dislike of venality, Milne has been unable to allow Mannock 
as n)u/:h character as he should have done. So the fall is not great 
enough. Because Mannock has throughout flown too low^the 
failure of a bigger man would have been a greater loss to his\rue 
love, and would have moved us more.A 

I had in mind this criticism of Milite’s work when I said that he 
was deficient in certain qualities of the great romancers. At times his 
invention is meagre; it is always hampered by a lack of boldness, an 
inability to shake off the author’s strict moral standards. Thus, while 
^in every play the dialogue is fresh and full of life, theycontent of the 
^play, where it is not a jest, is too often conventional. I 

I do not mean only conventional in the theatrical sense, and yet 
it is that on the whole these plays of Milne’s deal with a life 
pecuhar to the theatre. I say no more as to the husbands who turn 
up or who refrain from turning up; but what of the wives to whom 
these husbands have in the past belonged? They at least are prin¬ 
cipals in the action. If their husbands come and go in this wanton 
manner, do not the wives also lose something of acceptable reality? 
A husband who is mislaid as .if he were an article of Jewellery may 
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serve, as a pretext for drama; but the wife, charming chatterbox 
though she be, who merely resumes her life as if she said, “Dear me, 

I don’t seem to have a husband this morning; never mind, I expect 
he’ll turn up again some time,” does put a slight strain upon our 
credulity. Of course these ladies are before us: we see them, we 
hear them, we relish their wit. But when they leave the stage, or 
when we leave the theatre, we cannot help feeling that they have 
been only make-believe wives, make-believe women, hike the dolls 
which little girls ask to tea-parties and forget as soon as they have 
been put to bed. 

That is the character of the Milne drama,—make-believe. In a 
sense it is the character of the Barrie drama. Here are embodied 
whimsies, delicious fancies, nonsensical dreams, tender memories 
of play and young illusion, an enchanting aptness of phrase, some¬ 
times a piercing revelation of unseen things, a charm that is not 
poetic but half-real, half-arbitrary, in the manner of a child’s game. 
But neither Barrie nor Milne ever, it seems to me, goes quite the 
whole hog. Neither deals quite with the real world or quite with the 
world of faery/The real world is too harsh, or at least too stubborn, 
for fanciful tr^tment; the world of faery too incredible\Once we 
listen to the coaxing, winning “Let’s pretend,” we are at^he mercy 
of both authors; but they know as well as we do that they are pre¬ 
tending^ time will come when they will put away the toys aod. 
return, m reality as represented by the grown-up evening news¬ 
paper. They will not absolutely let go at any time of the pleasant 
normal circumstances of well-bred and easy-mannered society. \ 


vi. James Stephens 

“Shadbolt: I am to lie? 

Point: Heartily. But thy lie must be a lie of circumstance.** 

Tbe Yeoman uf the Guard, 

O NCE more taking advantage of the loose structure of this book 
for my own purposes, I proceed to illustrate the foregoing by 
reference to another writer who is not a Scotsman and who has no 
Scots blood. It could not be said that the inhibitions which check 
the Scots have any effect upon the Irish. Where the Scot bent upon 
a spree first counts his money, the Irishman never troubles. Where 
the Scot makes a point of catching his train, an Irishman will accept 
a shakedown for the night and may stay, regardles| of any physical 
discomfort, for a week’s fine talking. And where a Scotsman, who 
loves truth as a miser loves gold, wiD hesitate to tell any story which 
has not at least a substratum of truth and a somewhat strictly assessed 
degree of |)robability, an Irishman is ilnaware that his own truth has 
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any limits whatever. In tliis way Scottish writers have been econo¬ 
mists, biographers, and historians, and when they have turned to 
fiction have been often historical novelists (using the national bent 
for the antiquarian); but Irish writers have been poets, dramatists, 
and fabulists of the most luxuriant order, and when they have 
essayed history or biography have never been able to command the 
assent of their fellow-countrymen in such measure as to establish 
permanent reputations for themselves or their works. 

The writer who illustrates my remarks on the caution with 
which Barrie and Milne leave the familiar is James Stephens; and 
James Stephens, accordingly, is like Milne brought forward among 
the older writers in spite of the fact that he, too, was born in -the 
year 1882. The place of his birth was Dublin, and the place of his 
present residence is London. But if you look in the reference books 
you will find no more than the date of his birth (if that) and the 
titles of his works (or some of his works). I do not know what his 
father was, or what were the circumstances of his early life. I only 
know that when he was old enough to begin to earn money he 
worked for a time in the office of a Dublin attorney, and that later, 
through the intervention of Thomas Bodkin, now Director of the 
Birmingham Art Gallery, he was for a few years engaged in some 
occupation requiring his daily attendance at the Dublin Art Gallery. 
—- But he was not so much absorbed in routine as to disregard the 
development of his own gifts; and I remember that in 1909 the 
London newspaper. The Daily Chronicle, then a literary power, 
reviewed at column-length a small book of what were considered 
very bold poems entitled ‘‘Insurrections,” the nature of which 
review (cqupled with the support rendered by quotations from the 
book itself) was enough to send a friend and myself straight to the 
publishers for copies of “Insurrections” and to keep us for an hour 
busy in reading or quoting its more vigorous stanzas. When, shortly 
afterwards, I noticed that a story called “Mary Make-believe” was 
being serialized in some public;^tion, and recognized the author’s 
name as that of the insurrectionary poet, I subscribed to the pub¬ 
lication and thus read the fairy tale subsequently published in book 
form as “The Charwoman’s Daughter.” In Dublin, no doubt (for 
“Insurrections” was dedicated to A E), Stephens was already well 
known. In London he had still to make a reputation. 

“The Crock of Gold” followed in 1912, and established that 
reputation. “Here are Ladifts” came in 1913, and “The Demi-gods” 
in 1914. Having thus made innumerable readers his toys, Stephens 
visited America,* lectured with something like triumph, making 
many Americans his slaves, wrote and published further poems, and 
at last for the time being abandoned Dublin. He settle^ in a London 
suburb, and from this suburb he now regularly descends^ upon the 
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West End for the sake of intellectual conversation with his 
peers. 

In person Stephens is small and slight. His face is an old face— 
it has, I think, resemblances (but these may be solely those of brow 
and natural tonsure) to that of Oliver Goldsmith;—and a droll face, 
the face of one who dwells for ever in a world mocked and twisted 
by fairies. It has been said to me by the Irish that he is exactly like a 
leprechaun; but I have never seen a leprechaun, and so 1 * cannot say 
if the description is a just one. He is a talker. He talks more 
magnificently than any other person I ever met. He recites poetry 
better than anybody else I ever heard—better even than Desmond 
MacCarthy, who recites very beautifully;—and will embark upon 
an evening’s monologue without the smallest hesitation. His mind is 
quick, rich, unhesitating; his interests arc so varied that he is never 
at a loss for illustration or metaphor. Across his droll face steals 
constantly a little dry, quiet, melancholy smile, as if the consuming 
laughter of his hearers, being long continued, at last, for an instant, 
had conquered his gravity. When he is to relate something which 
will be barely crediWe to the listener he prefaces the narrative, and 
its chief wonders, with two small grunts—hng-hng—as if to give 
fair warning that he has something inspired to reveal. He does not 
monopolize conversation; but when he speaks it is from an original 
knowledge of art and life before which the accomplished wit of tl^ 
sophisticate los^s virtue. 

His work now very slightly resembles the poems which were 
published in “Insurrections” (these, I admit, have in the passage of 
years lost something of their first pungency, but not all of it); and 
in narrative has all the whispered assurance of the folk tale.fradeed, 
it is of the character of the folk tale, reinforced by an intricacy of 
saying and allusion such as only a witty mind could invent and keep 
of a piece with the wholc^First it is a tale, and then it is philosophy, 
and then it is nonsense; uat all these qualities are so merged and, for 
the reader, confounded, that the effect is one of deep laughter, 
^t no time is there a hiatus between what is thought and what is 
said; all is of the same relish, i 

This is a very rare qualityflt is not found even in Chesterton’s 
fantastic narratives, for in such a book, for example, as “The 
Flying Inn,” Chesterton several times uses the word “absurd” or 
“ridiculous” in a conventional sense, as if imagination had /ailed 
him and he admitted his make-believe to*be a fake. Stephens makes 
no such mistake. His imagining is unaffected by interruption from 
an outside and alien judgment. He never sniggers. Fbr this reason he 
commands us entirely, as Lewis Carroll does, who for as long as a 
book lasts never interposes Kensington into Wonderland. Thus, 
where Chestefton’s fairies are but figures of rhetoric, and Barrie’s 
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are little bells and flitting lights, Stephenses are as cunning as the 
elves in old tales, before cleverness came to quiz invention. 

“In the centre of the pine wood called Coilla Doraca there lived 
not long ago two Philosophers .. . Their faces looked as though they 
were made of parchment, there was ink under their nails, and every 
difficulty that was submitted to them, even by women, they were able 
to instantly resolve. The Grey Woman of Dun Gortin and the Thin 
Woman of Inis Magrath asked them the three questions which nobody 
had ever been able to answer, and they were able to answer them. 
That was how they obtained the enmity of these two women which is 
more valuable than the friendship of angels. The Grey Woman and 
the Thin Woman were so incensed at being answered that they married 
the two Philosophers in order to be able to pinch them in bed, but the 
skins of the Philosophers were so thick that they did not know they 
were being pinched. They repaid the fury of the women with such 
tender affection that these vicious creatures almost expired of chagrin, 
and once, in a very ecstasy of exasperation, after having been kissed 
by their husbands, they uttered the fourteen hundred maledictions 
which comprised their wisdom, and these were learned by the Philo¬ 
sophers who thus became even wiser than before.’’ 

That is the opening of “The Crock of Gold,’' and it is typical 
both of Stephens and of the Irish invention. I do not pretend to be 
Able to explain why no Scotsman would write in that way; but it 
shows why Irishmen, who in general have no sense of humour, must 
frequently laugh as they con lists of great English authors, to find 
in those lists the names of so many of their compatriots. 
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TRAVELLERS 

R. B. CUNNINGIIAME GRAHAM, W. H. HUDSON, 
JOSEPH CONRAD, H. M. TOMLINSON, ’ 
NORMAN DOUGLAS 
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“Where are the Spanish Main, the Guianas, and the Brazils?.. . They are in 
Raleigh's Golden City of Manoe^ in Burney's Buccaneers of America^ with Drake, Hum¬ 
boldt, Bates, and Wallace. .. iWe borrow the light of an observant and imaginative 
traveller, and see the foreign rand bright with his aura; and we think it is the country 
which shines.'\ 

/ H. M. Tomlinson: The Sea and the Jungle. 

E very division of this book is arbitrary; and by “travellers” 
I mean, not men who go to some country to observe customs 
and practices, flora and fauna, for the sake of writing scienti¬ 
fically about them, but men to whom the life of cities is as disagree¬ 
able as life in a cage must be to the wild bird. Also/men who ha^ 
crystalli3.ed th^ir experiences into tales and personal narratives 
marked by style giving them interest as literature^ The archetype of 
such men in modern letters is Herman Melville, traveller, romantic, 
and superabundantly eloquent writer. In some instances those 
grouped in this chapter were born free; in others they have escaped 
from conventional life and have wandered far; all, whether free or 
bound, have brought to contemporary literature the atmosphere of 
distant lands and what seems to ordinary citizens the romance of 
violent and exceptional adventure. 

How have they been able to do this? For that re-creation of the 
strange is something very different from the re-creation of the 
recognizable which has proceeded simultaneously in the more typical 
fiction of the period. Well, it is probable that in the first twenty 
years of their lives the majority of men accumulate all the fresh 
personal experience they are ever to enjoy. They are young for 
just that period, and no more. The conventional age early; the 
scholastically trained do not age, but tliey tend to prefer books to 
adventure; those who are neither conventional nor academic may 
nevertheless find a sufficient range in the life of dties. When they 
are no longer young, all may learn consciously, and with effort, and 
perhaps with greater intelligence; they can still suffer, and thereby 
create a flying illusion of renewed yoijth; but for the creative writer 
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nothing whatever can take the place of that impulsive, unconsidered 
susceptibili^ to experience which is unreflective and almost wholly 
emotional, (ror the creative writer, that is, a prolonged youth is 
Jpnftiinfi!s Neatest gifi^ 

The men I have called travellers have been bent first of all upon 
adventure, “seeing the world,” and embracing its opportunities. 
They have been non-academic in education. They have been able 
to keep young for longer than other men. But, having seen the 
world, they have thought, in the manner of all men born to be 
writers, that they would like to tell the world what they thought of 
it. So they have taken to the pen with much of the enthusiasm they 
feel for life. They have not wanted to be “just literary.” Most of 
them have thought of the literary world as a world of indoor dandies, 
none too wholesome, and of their own writing rather as a contri¬ 
bution to the good talk of travelled men of wit than as a contribution 
to the pleasure of fashionable readers. Here again^hey have shown a 
unique combination of youth and good sense^for most of them 
have had to wait many years before the general public took any 
notice of their work. If you ask me to explain this neglect, I can do 
it in a few words; travellers do not write much of women. 

For one reason or another—sometimes for reasons of arrange¬ 
ment, and sometimes through incapacity—make no attempt to 
discuss here the tharacter and work of several traveller-authors 
whose names will immediately occur to the experienced reader, 
Charles Doughty, for example, stands outside my period, a com¬ 
manding figure of the pre-Georgian era. So, in a different category, 
does Sir Hugh Clifford. T. E, Lawrence, whose great book “The 
Seven Pillars of Wisdom” is much more than a work of travel, is 
beyond my praise. Nor shall I speak otherwise than briefly of others 
who should figure here; if I were to write of them, this book would 
be an encyclopaedia. I will only briefly mention Sir Harry Johnston. 

Sir Harry wrote much about the lands he visited; his novels, 
beginning with “The Gay-Dombeys,” were widely read in his life¬ 
time; he was adventurous to the end. But although a great per¬ 
sonality he was not a good writer. His books communicated in¬ 
formation, not all of it perfectly accurate, but all of it suggestive; 
they could not fail to illustrate the range of the author’s interests 
and speculations and the extent of his curious memory; they were 
full of personally ascertained details—for example, when writing his 
sequel to Shaw’s “Mrs. Warren’s Profession” (which stunned Shaw 
into silence), Johnston elaborately pretended to be a possible tenant 
for an empty flait in order that he might by clambering obtain the 
view which Vivie Warren must have seen from her windows;— 
but when one thinks of Johnston it is as a man, not a yrriter. 

In person he was very short, plump, round-faced. He had a 
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charming smile, in which sweetness and roguishness were united. 
He had the soft voice of a breathless little girl, and the eyes of a 
lion. If he spoke on the telephone without mentioning his name he 
was always addressed (to his amused mystification) as “Madam”; 
but he once admitted to me that he had never known what it was to 
be physically afraid. Until almost the end of his life he looked like a 
chubby man of middle age; and when he was twenty-four he 
appeared so extremely juvenile that Ferdinand de Lesseps, the 
creator of the Suez Canal, on seeing him for the first time, ex¬ 
claimed in excitement: “What a country 1 Where even the babies 
are explorers!” 

Johnston began life—in London, in 1858—with a passionate 
desire to achieve greatness. He was a painter and a naturalist; a 
politician, a linguist, an antiquary; and both a great explorer and a 
great administrator. His interests were unlimited; and his con¬ 
versation, so inexhaustible, so incessantly entertaining, was filled 
with the social gossip of three reigns. He had known everybody, 
from kings to Civil Servants, and he always took his dress suit 
into the jungle in case it might be needed. If one asked him to lunch 
at one's club he had to sit with his back to the room, because other¬ 
wise he saw about him too many men with whom he was not on 
speaking terms/The most amiable of men, modest, busy, gossiping, 
never bored, coftiplctely unshockable^he lost his identity whenJ^ 
took pen in hand; and even his memoirs give no impression at all 
of the raciness of his speech. 

No; the-first traveller-author who belongs by right to this 
chapter is Robert Bontine Cunninghame Graham, the aristocrat 
Socialist, the rebel against society who ornamented Sv^cicty, the 
man who is said to have provided Shaw with at least an external 
model for the character of Captain Brassbound, and an author 
privately and singularly “discovered” for themselves by probably 
more people in different quarters of the globe than any other 
British writer of his period. It is of Cunninghame Graham, accord- 
ingly, that I shall now speak. 


H 
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ii. Robert Bontine Cunninghame Graham 

“To my Friend 
R. B. Cunninghame Graham 
(*Singularisimo escritor ingles’) 

Who has lived with and knows (even to the marrow as they would themselves say) the 
horsemen of the Pampas, and who alone of European writers has rendered something 
of the vanishing colour of that remote life.” 

W. H. Hudson: Dedication of El Ombu, 

"D B. Cunninghame Graham, of Ardoch, was born in 1852. 
-*“^*Upon his mother’s side he was of the Elphinstones, an old 
Scottish family of soldiers, sailors, and royalists. Having been at 
school at Harrow, he became a Socialist, a political candidate, and 
finally a Member of Parliament from 1886 to 1892. He was the 
colleague of M. H. Hyndman and John Burns, and in 1887, when 
the Life Guards marched up Whitehall to drive unemployed 
demonstrators from Trafalgar Square upon “Bloody Sunday,” he 
had his head cracked and was arrested as one of the ringleaders of 
the riot. For some years after that he continued to play an active part 
in the Labour struggle; but after 1892 he was unsuccessful at election 
times, and the first of his published writings appeared in 1895. That 
his appetite for political adventure was unappeased to the last was 
effeown by his active concern with the demand for Scottish Home 
Rule. He and Compton Macken2ie gave that inexplicable activity 
the fervour of a new Jacobite rising. 

I do not know who first used the word “hidalgo” to describe 
Cunninghame Graham. It may have been Morley Roberts. But 
there Was a pride, an elegance, and a nobility in his carriage such as 
we associate with the grandees of Spain in other centuries than this. 
He was always a very handsome man, a magnificent horseman, and a 
picturesque figure altogether. Even in advanced age his vitality, the 
grandeur of his manner, and the intellectual command of his mind 
were superlative. He was an aristocrat. And there is much of the 
aristocrat in his writings. It is this quality, combined with the fact 
that they have what perhaps I may call a static rather th^ a social 
interest, which prevented them from becoming popular/One does 
not read them feverishly to see what happens; one cannot zestfully 
embrace the proud and critical view of life whi^ they express; they 
are net for the soft-minded ;Vtheir chief admirer® judge, are men of 
a mental detachment akin to Cunninghame Granam’s own. 

They have one extraordinary quality. Whatever scene they 
describe, whether it be laid in the desert, on the South American 
pampa, in Scotland, at sea, or upon the West Coast of Africa, they 
catch die very atmosphere of the place and the verj mind of the 
people with whom they dealv(The author is at home every where."] 
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In a single ironic sentence he will communicate all that a lesser man 
would tell at interminable length. When we read what he has written 
we are for a dozen pages—the extent of his sketch—in baking heat, 
in snow, in Yorkshire, in Menteith, among the gauchos, or travelling 
to Mecca to find why there arc no old women in Paradise.^he 
effect is not obtained by a total immersion in memory ,^it is Ton- 
stantly heightened by comparisons which suggest thenrcelves to a 
mind richly endowed with humour and imagination*(those two 
requisites for true irony). It is irresistible. 

“So quiet the garden was, that when the lizards chased each other 
through the dead grass, the noise they made was as distinct (in its 
degree) as if a troop of cavalry had passed. A scent of mint and of 
decaying orange blossom filled the air; all was old-world and still; 
and the bare-footed, white-clothed people passed about among the 
trees, as they were shades of some old life, making one feel, in looking 
at them, as one feels in looking at some pre-diluvian footstep, stamped 
in the rock, which once was river mud. 

“ ‘Yes,’ said the Angeri, ‘one? Allah let all animals both speak 
and pray to him in Arabic, so that men, listening to them, could 
understand their speech.’ A dreadful time it must have been, if with 
their speech they also enjoyed reason, and could accuse us to our 
faces of all our crimes against their kind. Who that could contem¬ 
plate their speech and not go mad, with thinking upon all that they 
might say? But as it happened, God having let them all speak (oflcc' 
upon ^1 time)* and as the God the Angeri knew was Allah, the merci¬ 
ful, compassionate, capricious, envious, the invisible, and therefore 
unapproachable; except by prayer, that smoke the human mind gives 
off under its fire of cares, the animals had to pray, or else to lose their 
speech.” , • 

That is the beginning of a tale in a volume called “Progress,” 
which explains why a certain small kind of lizard is known as “el 
Khattaia-es-salaa”—for the gift of speech was suddenly withdrawn 
from birds and animals, and this lizard, forgetful of the passage of 
time, missed its last opportunity for prayer. 

“Running, back downwards, on the ceilings of the mosques, all 
day it chased the flies, basked in the heat, flattening itself against the 
white-washed walls, its feet expanding flat, like paddles, and its slim 
tail acting upon the air to steer it as it whisked through hoiycshoc 
arches, and shot out upon the vine leaves which grew up outside the 
holy place. Chasing its fellows in the sun, and catching flies, the sand 
ran through the glass and, at the mogreb, when fhe last quavering 
9 ‘Allah’ died away, only the lizard, in its joy of life, did not give thanks 
to God. 

“Despajr fell on it, and its tiny grief shook its prismatic sides, 
whilst little tears stood in its beady eyes. Its tail hung quivering, and 
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its head bowed miserably, as it stood silently and without power to 
glorify the Lord. Then, darting to the mosque, it flittered up the walls, 
its little feet showering down lime upon the worshippers. Just over 
the mihrdb it stopped, and, as the faithful in the mosque below looked 
up at it, scratched ‘Allah Ackbar’ with its claw upon the roof, and, 
scurrying back, was lost beneath the eaves. 

“‘So,’ said the Angeri, ‘it saved itself from Allah’s wrath, and 
showed it^ faith’; and from that time we know it as Khattaia-es-salaa^ 
that is, the prayer-scratcher; praise to His Holy Namel” 

Readers of the above will have noted several peculiarities of 
style. They are to be found—they and their like—through Cun- 
inghame Graham’s work. His ear was sometimes faulty; he was not 
aware that ‘^old-world” is an estate agent’s term; his grammar was 
his own (unless the printer helped him); he was sometimes obscure, 
and sometimes—it was his humour—slightly affected. Those are 
small blemishes. More interesting—^and I should like to understand 
the cause of that omission—is the fact that he nowhere essayed a 
longer fiction. What he did instead—one of the things he did, and 
the most notable of them—was to write a superbly rich and amusing 
account of a journey in Southern Morocco, under the title “Mogreb- 
el-Acksa.” In this he was exultantly humorous, instructive, eloquent, 
and sardonic by turn, and altogether at his best as a writer. In this, 
he was at his most characteristic, doing with glorious gusto 
exactly what he set out to do. What is that, you ask>Cunninghame 
Graham himself gave the answer. He said: 

“Writers, I take it, firstly write to please themselves, if not ’tis 
tep no one their writing pleases nobody. Following my postulate I 
have setdown that which pleased me upon my pilgrimage, hoping 
that it may please at least two or three who, like myself, have wandered. 
Therefore in this, my modest book of travels, I have tried to write 
after the fashion that men speak over the fire at night, their pipes 
alight, hands on their rifles, boots turned towards the blaze, ears 
strained to catch the rustle of a leaf, and with the tin mug stopped on 
its journey to the mouth when horses snort; I mean I strove to write 
down that which I saw without periphrasis, sans flag-wagging, and 
with no megrim in my head of having been possessed by some great 
moral purpose, without which few travellers nowadays presume to 
leave their homes. 

“I fear I have no theory of empires, destiny of the Anglo-Saxon 
race, spread of the Christian faith, of trade extension, or of hinter¬ 
lands; no nostrum, by means of which I hope to turn Arabs into 
Christians, reconcile Allah and Jahve, remove the ancient lack of 
comprehension between East ana West, mix oil and vinegar, or ffc; 
the rainbow always in the sky so that the colour-blind may scan it at 
their leisure through the medium of a piece of neutr^l-tinfeJ^ass; 
and generally I fear I write of things without a scrap of ^terest to 
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right-thinking men: of humours, sayings, proverbs, traits of char¬ 
acter; little of eating, drinking, or night alarms of vermin, as travellers 
will; but, on the contrary, of lonely rides, desolate camping places, 
or ruined buildings seen in peculiar lights, of simple folk who pray to 
Allah seven times a day, and act as if they never prayed at all; in fact 
of things which to a traveller, his travels o’er, still conjure up the best 
part of all travel—^its melancholy.” 

• 

The thought did not, of course, enter Cunninghame Graham’s 
head—or if it did enter it immediately escaped—that some men make 
a trade of writing books; it did not enter his head to believe that 
smaller men tell at inordinate length of their little love affairs and 
the stoves of life in stadlos and suchlike airless places. If he had 
thought of these things, he would have wondered fastidiously that 
they should occur, and would have turned again to more delightful 
themes, ignoring superbly all that ill befits the life of a free man. For 
him a city was a coiMound for slaves, and the world an open space 
for every adventureiror him the theorist and the miser, the stay-at- 
home and the preacl:^ who does not practise his profession were all 
ridiculous anomalies^e was for action; and for action with humour! 
The assumpSoh Ts at the heart of all his work. And so, when he 
wrote, he thought nothing of what the public might want, but only 
of setting down his account of an episode, or a scene, a reminiscence, 
a tale, with the grace and manner of a free man who, by the gifTof 
the god^, was also an original artist. Diversely, he told with an air 
what befell him upon a journey; but it was not all or by any means, 
all that befell him, only what amused him, or what it amused him to 
tell. When he had related what he liked, he passed on, indifferent to 
the reader’s unsated curiosity, and greatly amused by his ®wn*private 
reflections. That is why he was always the grandee, and never the 
humble suppliant for public favour. It is also why he keeps his 
admirers. 

For the rest, when this great man wrote at length it was the 
biography of some notable Spaniard otherwise little vaunted in 
English, or the tale of an exploration which he thought should be 
better understood and which it interested him to recall from the 
past. In these excellent books the same descriptive and ironic gifts 
to which I have referred were displayed; but they were not sensibly 
augumented. It is therefore in “Mogreb-el-Acksa” and in his 
original sketches and brief stories tha{ he is best read. Hire his 
work has an edge and colour, a salt, a noble ease, which makes it 
seem like the lesser performance of a master to wjiom even greater 
triumphs were denied only because he did not seek them. 
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iii. William Henry Hudson 


^*A ^eld-naturalist is an observer of everything he sees—^from a man to an ant or a 
J IF. H. Hudson: A Hind in Richmond Park. 


T here is ^11 the difference in the world between Cunninghame 
Graham and W. H. Hudson. The one was born in Scotland and 
from a natural love of adventure travelled much, fearlessly, in other 
continents; the other was born in the neighbourhood of Buenos 
Ayres, had his heart ruined by rheumatic fever when he was fifteen, 
and from the age of twenty-nine, when he came “home,” as he called 
it (although his father and mother were both citizens of the United 
States), never again left the British Isles. In their writings the one 
had an air of scattering odd fragments of his mind and genius as 
fancy prompted; and the other, the “field-naturalist” of his own 
phrase, observed, remembered, recorded, but scattered nothing. 

William Henry Hudson was born on August 4th, 1841, and 
although he lived until August i8th, 1924, he was never a strong 
man. His father, who was of English descent, was originally of 
Marblehead, Massachusetts, and his mother was a New England 
woman; but before any of their children were born these American 
rpexfents, for reasons of health, settled in the Argentine. Hudson, 
accordingly, was born and reared among the pampas. From the age 
of six he was given to stealing away from his brothers to a little wood 
where he could watch the animals, snakes, birds, and insects common 
to the country; and after his great illness, which followed a terrible 
experience ♦of driving cattle through a blizzard, he was more than 
ever a solitary. When doctors announced that he could not hope to 
live long, he was faced at the age of sixteen with despair so great 
that he made no effort to fit himself for adult life. He idled, he read; 
and his passion for nature remained in effect the one solace of his 
mind. 

Time passed. He began to keep a journal of his observations. 
Then he became a corresponding member of the Zoological Society, 
and sent overseas a few slight papers recording what he had seen. 
When his father died in 1868 he left South America and came to 
England, where he remained for more than fifty years, always a 
semi-itivalid, always aloof, silent, and in some degree a stranger. His 
first years in Hampshire anS in London remain mysterious; all that 
is known of them is that he managed somehow to subsist until 
1876, when he married a boarding-house keeper fifteen years his 
senior. 

From that time onward nothing but failure atteiyled Hudson. 
Three boarding-houses proved unprofitable; Mrs. Hudson earned 
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but little money by giving singing lessons; Hudson wrote descrip¬ 
tions of South American birds and South American scenes which 
few editors would print. He had only his observations of nature to 
write about, and in the last decades of the nineteenth century nobody 
wanted them. When he tried to write a conventional novel, ‘Tan,’’ 
it was as great a failure as the more typical “Purple Land,” but more 
deservedly a failure. Only the bequest of a heavily mortgaged house 
in West London, which was let out into flats, saved the Hudsons 
from starvation. 

This life continued for some years. At times the two would creep 
away to the country for fresh air, and Hudson had a few literary 
and other friends with whom he visited the coasts and southern 
counties of England. His books show that he was as closely in¬ 
terested in English beasts and birds as he had been earlier in those of 
his first home. Both “Idle Days in Patagonia” and “Birds in a Vil¬ 
lage” were published in 1893; “British Birds” followed in 1897, 
“Birds in London” in 1898, and “Nature in Downland” in 1900, 
In the latter year Hudson became a naturalized Englishman. Sub¬ 
sequently he received a Civil List pension of 50 a year; but by this 
time his fortunes were slowly improving, and with the aid of in¬ 
fluential critics he was presently to have a valuable success with the 
long-prepared novel, “Green Mansions.” In the last twenty years of 
his life this success was translated into money. ^ 

I first saw fludson some time before the publication of “Green 
Mansions.” He came into the office of J. M. Dent & Sons when I 
was reception clerk there, on some business connected with his two 
books, “A Naturalist in La Plata” and “Idle Days in Patagonia.” 
These books had been taken over by Dents from another firm of 
publishers, and had so little sale that the bound copies sfill bore the 
old firm’s imprint. The author of them, I found, was a very tall and 
thin man of middle age, in a very long overcoat which seemed to 
reach his heels. His head looked remarkably small at the top of this 
cylindrical enclosure, and his face tanned and shrunken; but his ears 
stood out from under a black hard felt hat. He was already grey- 
bearded. When I realized who he was I no longer wondered at 
Hudson’s power to stand and watch unconscious animals and birds; 
for he was extraordinarily silent in all his movements, and he sat 
on the edge of a table, glancing at a book, without ever shifting his 
position. He had very bright eyes which my recollection mjkes as 
black as blackcurrants; the brows were ihick to bushiness; the nose 
hooked. That he resembled a bird I felt sure; but he had not the 
malignance of the hawk or the solemnity of an owl or the satisfied 
vanity of the parrot. These were the only ruminative birds I knew. 
He was extremely courteous to the boy who ingeniously—he knew 
not how ingfeniously—negotiated hi^ interview with J. M. Dent. 
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Of a later occasion when—perhaps in 1914—met him at lunch 
with Edward Garnett I recall only one incident, which is that in 
parting Hudson raised his hat in the foreign way. It was the early 
meeting that impressed me; this second one, although we 
must have conversed, is a speck in memory. I saw never him 
again. 

Of his work I continue to think Naturalist in La Plata” and 
^‘Idle Days In Patagonia” the best examples. The former is a col¬ 
lection of essays reprinted from magazines now of an obsolete 
type; the latter a narrative presumably based upon journals kept at 
the time. The material is authentic, and the manner plain, clear, 
and attractive. And though the English books are full of good 
observation, curious incidents, and excellent quiet writing, the 
freshness of his early first-hand acquaintance with nature is never 
quite recaptured. His autobiographical “Far Away and Long Ago” 
is informative, charmingly written, and full of reserve; the work of 
a really old, sick man, looking back to childhood through a mist. 
It was influenced by Aksakov’s memoirs, for which Hudson felt 
great admiration. 

“The Purple Land,” a rambling romance of a man’s adventures 
in South America, which I have only read in the revised version of 
1906, and which, in the earliest draft of all, was a well-nigh endless 
*^Ij[istorv of the House of Lamb,” has many beauties and vigours, 
and if Hudson had known better what he was intending to.do with 
it might have been very distinguished indeed. Unfortunately 
he did not know what to do with it (except go on writing), and the 
book remains what publishers and reviewers, when they are forced 
to describe highly unsystematic inventions, despairingly miscall 
“picaresque.” Cut and revised though it is, “The Purple Land” 
remains a broken and spasmodic book. 

The style in which it is written, however, is much less studied 
than that drenching his other famous novel, “Green Mansions,” 
which took him several years to write, and was a rage with the 
reviewers of 1904. Here again the scene, the strange and haunting 
scene, is South America; and here again forests, prairies, birds, and 
the naturalist’s observations provide the basis for a romantic but 
ill-knit story of love and adventure. “Green Mansions” begins en- 
chantingly, first with that little device by which Conrad and others 
sought to heighten romance, or perhaps only to disclaim auto¬ 
biography, the encounter with a mysterious stranger, and then with 
the stranger’s own narrative. Abel, elderly and sad, has had his hour 
of life. He has sc^ught gold, and met sorrow: we hear his tale. Noy 
as long as there is still a mystery in the tale; as long as the warbled 
notes which he hears in the fairy wood can be imagined as in some 
way supernatural, the book odd and interesting. But from the 



TRAVELLERS 


I 2 I 


moment when Rima is seen as a young girl the magic declines. It 
might have been otherwise; it ought to have been otherwise; there 
is no reason, other than the poverty of imagination, why Rima 
should not captivate us as much as a woman as she does as a spirit. 
Unfortunately she can only chirp; the wonderful knowledge she 
possesses is incommunicable. Her talk is leaden stuff. True, when she 
discovers Abel’s inability to understand her chirrup she enjoys our 
sympathy, although we feel that a few lessons might Tiave been 
attempted, and thus suspect the whole affair. True, there is a shock 
of horror at her revolting end. But as soon as Abel finds her no 
spirit the movement of the book becomes mechanical; its invention 
grows feeble; it is contrived. 

That is the penalty paid by a naturalist turned romancer. His 
ability to imagine character with continuous power is insufficient. 
While in the case of both Rima and Dolores (the deceived but 
amorous young woman in “The Purple Land”) the romantic note 
is pitched very high indeed it is not supported by any spontaneous 
play of emotion. Instead, there is a reaching up to literary beauty. 
Hudson knew painfully well the effect he wished to achieve— 
indeed, I suspect that both Dolores and Rima were dream heroines 
with whom he had long been preoccupied;—but the very fact of 
knowing paralysed his talent.nt is one of the misfortunes of self- 
conscious literary art that the creative gift cannot be forced to wotje 
for a mas.ter JH;idson was an observer, strongly susceptible to the 
moods of Nature; but he was emotionally and imaginatively cold. 
Hence his failure as a novelist; for his coldness, which at first has 
charm, produces in the end an impression of labour. His best work 
outside the record of observed facts and inferences from those facts 
is to be found in the book of four short stories or sketches called 
“El Ombu,” the first of which, the title story, if mannered, is fine 
and full of suggestion. He was not really a writer of fiction. 

What he was, in a high degree, was just that “field naturalist” 
which he called himself. The close and absorbed observation of 
nature, begun in his earliest years, and continued even when he 
thought himself dying, runs through every page of his work. It is 
never sentimental, always humane and in a sense philosophic, and of 
rare excellence. He had but to leave the town and go fifty or sixty 
miles into the country to find almost all he needed for happiness. 
The sight of a moral struggle between a draggled blackbird ^jind a 
relentless chaffinch, or even that of thet sensitive movement of a 
hind, which he thought betokened an interest in the world about her 
not inferior to his own, would start him upon a trAn of reflection; 
thoughts upon eyes, on the curious friendship of pumas towards the 
human species, on his favourite flower, the evening primrose, 
on a pair of scirlet flycatchers in landsjEar away, give every book its 
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thoughtful and thought-evoking quality. He is not a Gilbert White; 
he has hardly any kinship with White. Indeed he says: 

‘‘One of the books I read then for the first time was White's 
Selbomey given to me by an old friend of our family ... I read and re¬ 
read it many times, for nothing so good of its kind had ever come to 
me, but it did not reveal to me the secret of my own feeling for 
Nature—;the feeling of which I was becoming more and more con¬ 
scious, which was a mystery to me, especially at certain moments, 
when it would come upon me with a sudden rush.” 

It may be asked what this feeling was; and Hudson answered 
the question himself in another book by calling it Animism. He 
said: 


“It must be explained that animism is not used here m the sense that 
Tylor gives it in his Primitive Culture \ in that work it signifies a 
theory of life, a philosophy of primitive man, which has been sup¬ 
planted among civilized people by a more advanced philosophy. 
Animism here means not a doctrine of souls that survive the bodies 
and objects they inhabit, but the mind’s projection of itself into 
nature, its attribution of its own sentient life and Intelligence to all 
things—that primitive universal faculty on which the animistic 
philosophy of the savage is founded. When our philosophers tell us 
—^ that this faculty is obsolete in us, that it is effectually killed by ratio¬ 
cination, or that it only survives for a period in our diildren’, I believe 
they are wrong, a fact which they could find out for themselves if, 
leaving their books and theories, they would take a solitary walk on a 
moonlit night in the ‘Woods of Westermain’ or any other woods, 
sipce all are enchanted.” 

But if Hudson has no kinship with White, he has neither the 
emotionalism of Jefferies nor the vanity of Thoreau. Like Borrow, 
whom he does not otherwise resemble, he has a power to encounter 
strange people and converse with them, so that his books teem with 
tantalizing episodes. But he never obtrudes his own figure; there is a 
striking impersonality in all that he relates. That is his virtue, a 
coldness which many might link in their minds with inhumanity; 
it is in his style, which is quiet and without warmth, and which by 
some is thought too careful, or, in the case of “Green Mansions,” 
too conscious; it is in his relations with other men, to whose natural 
ebullience he would oppose silence or at most a monosyllabic 
abruptness. At their moment of farewell in 1869 his younger brother, 
whom he loved*deeply, was forced to say, in the warm candour of 
parting, “Of all the people I have ever known you are the only 
one I don^t know.” never forgot the words. 

Hudson was cold;[his erqptions were much buried under pride^ 
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He had thought much of death since his sixteenth year, and he had 
felt much of poverty since his coming to England. He could perhaps 
have written—as his friend Gissing did—of the sufferings of those 
who live in poverty; but he did not do so. Instead, he stood very 
still and very quietly, watching wild birds, noting what they did in 
happiness or peril, and in love or war. The only living creatures 
he hated were full-feeders, publishers, stoats, weasels, and ferrets. 
Towards the rest of the animal kingdom he felt unique powers of 
understanding, based upon knowledge of and reflection upon the 
vicissitudes of all sufferers from the inhumanity of man; and it is in 
the quality of this understanding that his work attains distinction. 


iv. Joseph Conrad 


. . But the Dwarf answered: No;[Bomething human is dearer to me than the 
wealth of all the world.’J V 

J Grimm*! Tales, 


W HEN Hudson visited the English coast with Morley Roberts 
and other friends, it was his custom ritualistically to scoop up 
a handful of sea water and drink it as soon as he could reach tW 
water’s edge. Just why he did this was never explained, and it is 
not clear from any writing of his that the sea had any special claim 
upon his affections. But the case was different with Joseph Conrad, 
to whom the sea—at least in boyhood—was a passion. 

Conrad’s two passions were the sea and the human species; the 
sea in boyhood, and then, as he grew up and met them in the course 
of his voyages, men. To these two passions he added in time a third, 
that of language which should express richly and eloquently the 
passion he felt for men and the sea. When he was a boy, Conrad 
would pore over maps, and, putting his finger upon every large 
open space he found, he wouldj^^'^When I grow up, I shall go 
there.” And as sopn as he was olfflifiough to do so he went to sea, 
where he stayed for twenty until he had written his first 

novel and xmtil, in despair of^rang another ship, he one day sat 
down to write a second. Fronf that time, almost by accident, he 
devoted himself to novel-writing, and after some years—I make the 
distinction deliberately—he became a professional novelist. 

Teodor Josef Konrad Korzeniowski was born in Berdiczew, in 
Pc^land, on December 3rd, 1857. His mother was a woman of 
family, his father an energetic and enthusiastic revolutionary of 
literary gifts wjio was not shrewd enough to escape exile, hardship, 
and early d^ath as the result of his sanguine love of freedom. 
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rA man of great sensibilities” (said his son); ^^of exalted and 
dreahiy teinperament; with a terrible gift of irony and of gloomy 
disposition^ . . His aspect was distinguished; his conversation 
fascinating; but his face, in repose sombre, lighted all over when he 
smiled.” 

Before Conrad was twelve years old he had lost both father and 
mother. " 

He first saw the sea, at Venice, in 1873. ^he following year 
he went to Marseilles determined to become a sailor, and in 1875 
he actually took a brief voyage. But it was not until 1878, after 
sohie of the strange doings recorded in “The Arrow of Gold,” that 
he went to sea and stayed at sea. In that year he sailed in three ships: 
first the MaviSy in which he visited the Sea of Azov and returned to 
Lowestoft, second the Skimmer of the SeaSy in which he learned to 
speak English and plied between Lowestoft and Newcastle, and 
third the Duke of Sutherlandy in which as a common sailor he made the 
voyage to Australia. In 1881 he was second mate of the barque 
'Palestine (the Judea of “Youth”); and in 1887 went out to the east 
as first mate of the Highland Foresty left the ship at Samarang through 
illness, and joined the 'l/idary in which as second mate he made a 
number of voyages between Singapore and Borneo. These voyages 
were crucial. In the course of them he met the originals of several of 
lus most famous characters; and he also obtained that first-hand 
knowledge of Malaya which afterwards supplied so much material 
for his fiction. 

In 1889 he was back in England, already with a pen in his hand; 
but before he could do more than begin a book he determined to go 
to tke Congo, where he thought that through certain family in¬ 
fluence he could obtain command of a Belgian river steamer. Some 
of the details of this exploit are to be found in “An Outpost of 
Progress,” most of them in “Heart of Darkness”; but he did not get 
his command and he soon returned to London ill and discouraged. 
It was not until two years later that he was offered the post of mate 
in the TorrenSy “one of the most successful ships ever built, one of the 
fastest and for many years the favourite passenger ship to Adelaide”; 
and it was during one of the trips made by the Torrens that he formed 
his first literary friendship—with John Galsworthy. 

Qalsworthy, at that time a sanguine young man, had been upon 
a pious pilgrimage to Samoa (which he did not reach); and when he 
joined the Torrens at Adelaide he very soon observed with interest 
one of the offio^rs of the ship. 

“Very dark he looked in the burning sunlight,^ tanned, with a 
peaked brown beard, almoct black hair, and dark brown eyes, over 
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which the lids were deeply folded. He was thin, not tall, his arms very 
long, his shoulders broad, his head set rather forward. He spoke to me 
with a strong foreign accent.” 

The officer not only spoke to Galsworthy; he entertained him on 
the voyage home with yarns and expositions. He quite enchanted 
the young traveller, who recorded that 

^‘Fascination was Conrad’s great characteristic—the fascination of 
vivid expressiveness and zest, of his deeply affectionate heart, and his 
far-ranging, subtle mind. He was extraordinarily perceptive and 
receptive.” 

The strong foreign accent remained with him throughout life. 
Illness made him yet thinner, his hair grew grey, he aged early; but 
what he was then he continued to be until the end of his life.^he 
subtlety, the perceptiveness, the receptiveness, and the love of 
yarning were all a part of the novelist’s temperament^ And when 
in 1893 Conrad left the Torrens (and also, although this was far from 
his intention, the sea) he gave himself entirely to the task of com¬ 
pleting a written yarn which he had begun five years earlier. The 
book, “Almayer’s Folly,” was finished by the end of May, 1894, 
was then sent by messenger to the London publisher, Fisher Unwi^^, 
and by Unwin was immediately accepted for publication. 

That was the beginning. It might have been the end; for Conrad 
still thought of himself as a sailor. But Edward Garnett, a young 
reader at Unwin’s, who happened to be precociously the greatest 
discoverer and encourager of literary artists English publishers* have 
ever known, took a hand. He said to Conrad: “You have the style, 
you have the temperament. Why not write another?” Conrad, en¬ 
chanted by this simple suggestion, proceeded to write “An Outcast 
of the Islands.” He then married (on March Z4th, 1896) an English 
girl, on his honeymoon began a third novel, and at the same time 
tentatively experimented with the kind of writing for which, with¬ 
out any question whatever, he had the greatest talent—the long 
short story, or narrative, sometimes of an episode or series of 
episodes occurring at sea, sometimes of a situation arising among 
men who live remote from civilization in the tropics, but always of 
a problem of character or conduct. To this period and type boiong 
“An Outpost of Progress,” “The Nigger of the ^Narcissus,* ” 
“Youth,” “Heart of Darkness,” “Lord Jim,” “Typhoon,” and 
“F^lk.” All were written by 1905. He never afterwards wrote any¬ 
thing as fine. 

Besides bei^g much delayed by illness, Conrad was a desperately 
slow workef, for it was his ambition to be what he called “an artist 
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in words.” His literary aim was “the just expression seizing upon the 
essential.” Almost all his stories were published serially, but they 
appeared in magazines with relatively small circulations; and in 
book form, despite the applause of reviewers, they had no popu¬ 
larity. Consequently Conrad remained poor. If it had not been for 
the help given to him by his agent, J. B. Pinker, he might have starved. 
By his own admission, once he had re-created those seascapes and 
those pictures of the Congo and Malaya, he felt there was nothing 
left for him to write about. In vain, having exhausted his first 
strength of inspiration, did he try new styles. He was tempted, in 
this hour of difficulty, to the difficult and treacherous craft of collab¬ 
oration; and at first in extravaganza and then in a joint rewriting 
of a sentimental romance conceived and partly executed by his 
friend, he worked with Ford Madox Hueffer. Finally he settled to 
the composition of a long and elaborate novel about silver mines in 
a South American state. The result was “Nostromo.” 

At the time of its publication and for long afterwards it was 
usual to say that this was Conrad’s greatest book. In the infection 
of the moment (for I had discovered Conrad at the age of seventeen, 
and was then at the height of admiration) I too thought it was a 
masterpiece, and so it may be; but I should not now hold to that 
opinion. “Nostromo” was the first book of Conrad’s to be built or 
i^anufactured. For the first time he departed from the imaginative 
reconstruction of lives and episodes drawn from theffibre of his own 
experience. He invented a whole mlieu. From a single paragraph 
in a book of reminiscence he derived the hint for a tale involving 
many lives, and he planned this with the most profound seriousness 
and wrote it with scrupulous care. Unquestionably the result was a 
disappointment to him, for “Nostromo,” however highly praised, 
was a failure with the public and always remained a comparative 
failure. I think I can understand why. The book is very elaborate; it 
is as rich as can be in comprehensions and in diverse characters; but 
its movement is extremely slow, the detail of its intrigue is not always 
intelligible, and it does not quite escape dulness. In vain does one 
dwell upon its qualities; the truth is that in place of that concen¬ 
trated intensity of imagining which gives Conrad’s finest work its 
thrilling dramatic force there is a generalized interest which the 
reader admires only at the bidding of his sense of literary duty. He 
knows that he should admire whatever is very difficult or very 
elaborate, whatever has cost the writer great pains or great in¬ 
genuity, and he admires most manfully, the more so as he is con¬ 
scious that if the book were not so good he would yawn his hcjad 
off. But since “Nostromo has never been intended for the hero of 
the tale of the Seaboard” and Tsilver is the pivot of the moral and 
material events, affecting the lives of everybody in\he^tale,^ it is 
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perhaps allowable to say that for once Conrad forgot that motto of 
his to the effect that “something human is dearer to me than the 
wealth of all the world,” and paid accordingly for his forgetfulness. 

For ten years after this (1904) his fiction was the least interesting 
part of his writing, and only “The Mirror of the Sea” and a gradual 
absorption by the public of novels and tales written earlier main¬ 
tained a position which had seemed to be assured upon tjie publica¬ 
tion of “Lord Jim.” His health was poor, and that choice of subjects 
which in a couple of melodramatic tales brought complicated in¬ 
genuity to bear upon Terrorism was unfortunate. He had lost his 
way. His fortunes were at their lowest. In 1911 something like a 
sensation was caused among strangers by the news that Conrad 
had been granted a Civil List pension of £100 a year. 

And then, quite unexpectedly, everything was changed. A 
book which was to have been published in the Autumn of 1913 was 
held over until the Spring. It appeared at the very beginning of 
1914, and created a furore. The book was “Chance,” in which for 
the first time he romanticized the character of a woman; and from 
that moment he was a prosperous author. The reintroduction of 
Marlow, the imaginary self, the penetrating seer of life and character 
who narrated intricate tales to other men as he sat unseen in the 
darkness; the return to the yarn which was Conrad’s happiest 
medium of expression; and above all the accidental use of a theme^ 
the theme of whut may be called deferred or doubtful consummation 
—which has led to so many fictional successes in the past, was 
irresistible. The book has charm, fluency, suspense, a few vividly- 
drawn persons, and a great deal of that singular probing beauty 
which was a chief cause of Marlow’s (and Conrad’s) fivscirlation. 
“Chance” was a tremendous success. Everybody read it and praised 
it. Sidney Colvin, I remember, who spoke always of “My Conrad” 
as he had been used to speak of “My R.L.S.,” led the way with an 
ecstatic review in The Observer^ but he was quickly followed by a 
dozen more, by hundreds, by thousands, all of them as eager as he 
to proclaim their joy in the minor work of a master.Af an author, 
for whatever reason, has been long neglected, there leems no end 
to the enthusiasm which accompanies the turning tide^n this case 
the tide led on to fortune. And when for the theme of ms next book 
Conrad went back to the East, a further fond blurring of the critical 
faculty and a further rejoicing among all who had long admir^ the 
work of a disringuished artist followed his journey. Though the old 
glory was diffused, success had warmed his memory^ and “Victory” 
rownded off the tale. 

Prosperity continued until Conrad’s death. He did not write 
anything mores which can be compared with his best work, and his 
health slowjy declined until 1924, whftn he died, was saluted with 
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dignity by his own generation, and in some slight measure was for¬ 
gotten. His immediate juniors. Wells, Bennett, Galsworthy, had 
long been profound admirers of his work; and Wells—in days when 
he was a reviewer—had been among the first to proclaim its worth. 
Those of the younger generation, and particularly Hugh Walpole 
(who wrote a little book about Conrad), had given their admiration 
and passed to newer gods. I think that writers still younger than 
these must have viewed some of Conrad’s close pages with distrust, 
even with impatience. Moreover, he had lived almost continuously 
in the country, near Ashford, in Kent, and he was socially little 
known to his juniors. Few anecdotes were told of him; his features 
were so unfamiliar to the public that on the night of the first per¬ 
formance of a dramatized version of ‘‘Victory” I myself was greeted 
with applause by a mistaken group in the pit, which mistook me for 
the master. His wife’s book about their married life shows him to 
have been difficult, irascible, and almost a chronic invalid. He sought 
no publicity and was the least vulgar of men. If, therefore, the name 
of Joseph Conrad now arouses less enthusiasm than it did before the 
First World War it is because the novelty of his manner has gone and 
because we have not yet had time to rediscover it. But his best work 
is still better in its own way than the best work of his successors, 
and a re-reading of it is very reassuring to those who recall with 
Bpisgiving an enthusiasm of the past. 

This I say notwithstanding the fact that “Lord Jim,” which is 
his most interesting novel, loses its authentic quality in the middle 
and drops to a quality not wholly beyond the range of a lesser 
writer. It is a book about a sailor whose nerve failed in an hour of 
crisis^ wl;\o was arraigned and punished for his failure (while the 
greater criminals escaped), and whose subsequent life, haunted by 
something more than his own memory, was a series of misadven¬ 
tures. “Lord Jim’s” quality lies in the curious intricacy and subtlety 
of the method by which we are made aware of all the circumstances 
of failure and discovery, and the beautiful delicate sureness with 
which two scenes, those of the inquiry and the failure of nerve, are 
so pictured that our imaginations are quickened to the highest pitch 
of understanding, to positive complicity in the scenes themselves. 
By contrast with such scenes, the rest of the book, although it is 
vivid, is of lesser importance. What stirs us is the evocation of those 
cruoial moments. 

The evocation is attaifted by means of Conrad’s oblique method 
of narration. He does not tell the story himself; that would be too 
simple. He does not tell it as a straightforward tale; that woul 4 be 
too crude. He tells it in the form of a yarn in which the subtle and 
omniscient narrator has power to hold hearers ^s the Ancient 
Mariner held the wedding guest, diverging, doubling,^speculating. 
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bringing to his elucidations all sorts of other yarns, in one moment 
as near to his subject and in another as far from it as he pleases, as 
exact or as vague at all times in any detail as will best suit the 
dramatic emphasis he desires, as colloquial or as eloquent as the 
author thinks fit for his purpose. What an elastic method! How inti¬ 
mate and how pictorial! How reflective and how dramatic! Its 
impact, when it has the sea and seamen perfectly within grasp, is 
breathtaking. 

It would be interesting to trace the history of this method, and 
to know how Conrad came to make use of it. The yarn, of course, 
was natural to him as to other travellers, and as a kind of informal 
literary form it was used considerably during the nineties by Kipling 
and Conan Doyle and several more. Henry James, further, had in 
‘‘The Spoils of Poynton,’’ “In the Cage,’’ etc., allowed one subtle 
mind to reconstruct and so dramatize a whole series of significant 
circumstances. But Conrad took the method farther. Where James 
was content with subtlety in itself, the thing “done,” Conrad wanted 
to explain the thing—whatever it was—quite down to its ethical 
basis. While James hummed and faltered over the small domestic 
object which in “The Ambassadors” could not be mentioned, 
Conrad very anxiously probed to the occasion when Falk had eaten 
human flesh, and why he had done this, and indeed must explain 
just how everything came about. Yet he too had his irony, aud 
“Falk” is brimnring with it; and there is no doubt in my mind that if 
it had been told in any other way but this “Falk” would have been 
either trivial or disgusting. 

The simple explanation of this difference probably lies in the fact 
that Conrad was a traveller and James was “just liter^ry,'^’ that 
Conrad had known Falk and James really could not be bothered to 
bring his mind to a definition of the object. “So-ome small thing,” 
he said, waving a hand; “it doesn’t matter what.” But there is more 
in the contrast than that. James enjoyed the mystification. Towards 
the end of his life, rather than be definite he would take refuge in an 
ejaculation—“She’s wonderful”—or a vagueness. But Marlow, who 
“had sunken cheeks, a yellow complexion, a straight back, an ascetic 
aspect, and, with his arms dropped, the palms of hands outwards, 
resembled an idol,” was in despair at his failure to ascertain and re¬ 
produce every delicacy. When his host on one occasion murmured 
“You are so subtle, Marlow,” Marlow answered in melaneholy: 
“Who? I? Oh, no! . . . Try as I may for the success of this yarn I am 
missing innumerable shades—they are so fine, so difficult to render 
in colourless words I” James was absorbed in the exquisite ingenui¬ 
ties of his craft; Conrad in his search for the very essence of truth. 
“But do you j;iotice how, three hundred miles beyond the end of 
telegraph cables and mail-boat lines, tshe haggard utilitarian lies of 

I 
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our civilization wither and die, to be replaced by pure exercises of 
imagination, that have the futility, often the charm, and sometimes 
the deep hidden truthfulness, of works of art?” 

There is some difference in sesthetic theory here, surely? James 
did not perfectly comprehend and approve Conrad’s work. One 
understands that. It interested him by its gratuitous embrace of 
difficulty, and perhaps he could see no point in it. Here, however, is 
Conrad, and he too has a point of view: 

^The moral side of an industry ... is the attainment and pre- 
serwtion of the highest possible skill on the part of the craftsman. 
Such skill, the skill of technique, is more than honesty; it is some¬ 
thing wider, embracing honesty and grace and rule in an elevated and 
clear sentiment.... The attainment of proficiency, the pushing of your 
skill with attention to the most delicate shades of excellence, is a 
matter of vital concern.. .. But there is something beyond—a higher 
point, a subtle and unmistakable touch of love and pride beyond mere 
skill; almost an inspiration which gives to all work that finish which 
is almost art—which is art.^ 

Conrad objected to the general belief that he was a writer of sea 
stories. He said: ‘Tt seems to me that people imagine I sit here and 
brood over sea stuff. That is quite a mistake. I brood certainly, but 
. ^ .” He regarded himself as a psychologist. ‘T insist not on the 
events but on their effect upon the persons in the tale.” And again, 
*Tn everything I have written there is always one invariable in¬ 
tention, and that is to capture the reader’s attention, by securing his 
interest and enlisting his sympathies for the matter in hand, whatever 
it may be. within the limits of the visible world and within the 
boundaries of human emotions.” Those remarks, coupled with his 
criticisms of the work of his friends, show what acuteness Conrad 
could exercise. He worked at all times well within the range of his 
talent, and did not deceive himself as to its nature and limitations. 
Nevertheless, it may be added here without depreciation of that 
talent that he was most at home when he was writing of sailors and 
the sea, and that practically all his best work dealt with them. As he 
grew older he sought for greater subtlety and for finer shades, but 
his true gift was for the reproduction of scene and atmosphere, not 
for analysis. 

Norman Douglas, perhaps thinking of “Lord Jim,” ingeniously 
suggests that the worth of^^onrad’s psychologizing was nullified by 
very strict standards of conduct and an irrelevant conception of 
“honour.” Doiglas knew Conrad, which I never did; but the 
novelist’s concern is with what Conrad called “the matter in hand,” 
and even Douglas, I presume, would not deny that^t is legitimate 
to show standards of conduct, however conventional, ^erating in 
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simple minds. On the larger question of whether there were heights 
and depths beyond Conrad’s recognition, or beyond his sympathy, 
there may be room for debate. His positive performance remains. 
Using for the sake of its simultaneous intimacy and detachment the 
free form of the yarn, and sometimes, to the horror of purists, the 
quoted yarn within a yarn, Conrad brought sea and tropics more 
immediately home to the minds of men than any other writer has 
ever done. Captain Whalley in “The End of the Tether” and 
Captain McWhirr in “Typhoon,” Lord Jim as long as he is a sailor, 
are palpable. The scenes in which they move lend such stimulus to 
the imagination that we experience them as we read. To myself, 
this conjunction—some may call it stereoscopic—of intimacy and 
detachment represents the highest achievement of realistic art. It 
preserves the picture; it rouses the emotion; we see and understand 
all; and when the spell is withdrawn we are again, without shock 
and without disillusion, in the life we know. 

That Conrad lacked the apocalyptic grandeur of Herman Mel¬ 
ville is true; he also lacked Melville’s fustian. That he nevertheless at 
times used melodrama for his own ends, and did not always carry 
the reader with him in distaste for scoundrels (or even interest in 
them), seems to me to be equally true. His earliest literary master, 
whom he met in his father’s translation of “Les Travailleurs de la 
Mer,” was Victor Hugo, and if one speaks of Hugo’s extravag^ce 
one lets him off very lightly indeed. On the other hand, melodrama 
has been used by some of the greatest novelists; and I think it only 
offends us in Conrad because he does not relish it. Also, because,* 
subsequent to Hugo, his one serious instructor in the art and craft 
of fiction must have been Henry James. I have already Ijintad at an 
acquaintance (before Conrad began to write) with the work of 
Kipling; but of this I shall say no more. From the moment he con¬ 
cerned himself with the short story or short narrative he was 
deliberately an artist, and quite undeliberately an original writer who 
brought to the writing of fiction new qualities of perception, sym¬ 
pathy, and irony. 


v. H. M. Tomlinson 

**Bates actually arrives at his destination in the first sentence. He steps across in 
thirty-eight words from England to the Amazon.... Well, I did not. I say it I# a gross 
deception. . . . How Bates got over to his wonderf^ blue butterflies in those forest 
paths under a tropic sun in thirty-eight words I do not know.” 

H. Af. Tomlinson: Tbe Sea and the Jungle. 

I SHOULD have liked to dwell at some length, here or elsewhere, 
upon two •\^ritets who deserve celebration in Ae pages of any such 
book. They are Morley Roberts and David Bone. Roberts, the 
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friend of Gissing and Hudson, and a novelist and short story writer 
of merit, claims mention in particular on account of “The Western 
Avemus,” one of the best records of a man*s travel experience ever 
written; while Bone has written in “The Brassboundcr” a glorious 
picture of life at sea in the days of sailing-ships. But Roberts must be 
excluded because nearly all ids non-scientific or non-medical work 
belongs to its time, wtdeh is long pre-Georgian; and Bone’s total 
literary product is so small in bulk that when I have expressed 
admiration for it and the reader’s complaint that Bone should have 
continued to be a practical and ageless traveller all his life there is 
little to add. 

David Bone was born in Glasgow in 1874. He is one of three 
famous brothers (there is a fourth, less famous, who has also pub¬ 
lished some account of his adventures), of whom one, Muirhead, is 
an artist and etcher, and the third, James, was London editor of The 
Manchester Guardian^ is a writer and character whose part in the 
Georgian literary scene is unseeable, though at the same time 
beyond question. I have in mind the picture of all three of them, 
Muirhead the gayest of the party and the quickest-moving, with an 
ever-ready smile; James lean, with the droll, dry face of a comedian; 
David, by contrast, stocky, serious, and with the great dignity that 
becomes a captain of a giant liner. They are looking attentively at 
mf—evidently I have demurred to some invitation;—and David 
speaks. He says, in a rich, melancholy, impressive voice: “You don’t 
often get the chance of dining with all three of us at once.” The 
others nod. The invitation becomes irresistible. You would think he 
could never smile. 

Bw what a mistake that would be! His is a humorous eye; he is 
a great yarner; and he has such a sense of phrase that there is not a 
spare word in “The Brassbounder” or in “Merchantmen-at-Arms,” 
but only a mastery by which scenes are brought to life and given 
their original colour and movement. It is the same whether he 
speaks or writes; sense is so exact, voice so rich, pen so unfaltering. 
I have never been to sea upon a ship commanded by Captain Bone, 
but if I were to do so I should expect to arrive punctually after an 
experience of all the beauties and braveries that the sea can offer, and 
with a memory fit to last for ever. 

That must be a sufficient testimony to a fine sailor and a magni¬ 
ficent#, writer. My business now is rather with a landsman, but a 
landsman who has been tl) sea a number of times, and into the 
jungle, too, taking with him a mildness of manner, a warmly 
coloured pen, a'dry yet fluty Cockney voice, and an eye and sensi¬ 
tiveness rare among professional writers. His Christian names I do 
not know—I doubt if he knows them himself, for nobody would 
dream of addressing him by one of them when an abbmviation of 
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his surname is quite obviously all that is needed. I have already 
identified this man at the head of the section. He is H. M. Tomlinson; 
and I suppose that I have been longer acquainted with his work 
than most people, for when I was very young indeed my mother 
used to cut from the columns of a London morning newspaper, 
TAe Morning header^ descriptive articles of his which she carefully 
stored—I should have said by the hundred. And so when^Tomlinson 
was “discovered” by the quidnuncs as the result of his first book, 
“The Sea and the Jungle,” that was for me an old story. I knew all 
about Tomlinson. My mother, who had taste, and who knew the 
difference between a writer and a man who pushes a pen, had told me. 

Nevertheless, Tomlinson was duly discovered by the literati; and 
his discoverer, round about 1911, was Ford Madox Hueffer, then 
editing The English Keview^ as I have previously told. Prior to that, 
Tomlinson, having escaped from an office job, had at the age of 
thirty or so (he was born in 1875) joined the staff of The Morning 
Tender. He was later to work as War Correspondent for Dickens’s 
old paper. The Daily News, under A. G. Gardiner, and then for the 
weekly review. The Nation^ under Henry Massingham; and like 
Massingham he could not write the smallest paragraph without 
stamping it with his own personality. But his books began in 1912 
with “The Sea and the Jungle,” and “The Sea and the Jungle,” 
which was not at the time a popular success, remains still his mBSt 
characteristic production. You will find in its luminous pages all the 
various Tomlinsons who have since expressed themselves so 
picturesquely upon the subjects of the sea and the War and the ' 
politicians and other matters. 

In that book he gives an account of his participation* in an 
exploratory journey from Wales to the Amazon and farther up the 
Amazon than any ship of such draught (25 feet) as the Capella had 
ever previously been. He had a friend who was chief engineer on 
this siiip, and he was engaged nominally as purser for the voyage. 
There are no lies in “The Sea and the Jungle.” It begins at die 
beginning, with our author finding his way aboard in darkness and 
rain. It continues with an account of a storm, not as a sailor sees it, 
but as we ourselves (who are not sailors) would see it and feel 
afraid and very uncomfortable. And we then see and feel the 
atmosphere of Para and other Amazonian features.lt is an experience. 
Wc actually sail in the Capella. Although our vocabularies n«y be 
smaller than that of our guide and coftipanion, we share all his 
sensations. Here is Tomlinson mildly ironic at the moment preced¬ 
ing the start of his journey: 

“I have#a clear memory of the newspapers as they were that 

morning^ I had a sheaf of them, for it is my melancholy business to 



134 THE GEORGIAN LITERARY SCENE 

know what each is saying, I learned^here were dark and portentous 
matters, not actuallj^ith us, but looming, each already rather larger 
than a man^s han^If certain things happened, said one half the 
papers, ruin stared Cs in the face. If those things did not happen, said 
the other half, ruin stared us in the face. . . ^You paid your halfpenny 
and were damned either way. If you paid a penny you got more for 
your money.” 

• 

That is one mood. Here is another, describing the hour of storm: 

‘T turned up the dull and stinking oil lamp, and tried to read; but 
that fuliginous glim haunted the pages. That black-edged light too 
muchYesembled my own thoughts made manifest. There were some 
bunches of my cabin-mate's clothes hanging from hooks, and I 
watched their erratic behaviour instead. The water in the carafe was 
also interesting, because quite mad, standing diagonally in the bottle, 
and then reversing. A lump of soap made a flying leap from the 
washstand, and then slithered about the floor like something hunted 
and panic-stricken. I listened to numerous little voices. There was no 
telling their origins. There was a chorus in the cabin, whispers, 
plaints, creaks, wails, and grunts; but they were foundered in the din 
when the spittoon, which was an empty meat tin, got its lashings 
loose, and began a rioting fandango on the concrete. Over the clothes 
chest, which was also our table and a cabin fixture, was a portrait of 
the mate's sweetheart, and on its frame was one of my busy little 
friends the cockroaches; for the mate and I do not rieep alone in this 
cabin, not by hundreds. The cockroach stood in thought, waving his 
hands interrogatively . . .'' 

Finallr, the ship reaches land, 

'‘The Capella continued to stand in, till America was more than a 
frail and tinted illusion which sometimes faded the more the eye 
sought it. Presently it cast reflections. The islands grew into cobalt 
layers, with vistas of silver water between them; they acquired body 
. . . Curtains as black as bitumen draped to the waters from great 
heights. Two of these appalling curtains, trailing over America, were 
drawn a little apart. We could see beyond them to a diminishing 
array of glowing cloud summits; far through those parted black cur¬ 
tains of storm we saw an accidental revelation of a secret and wonder¬ 
ful region with a sun of its own. And all, gigantic clouds, the sea, the 
fiif and frail coast, were serene and still. The air had ceased to breathe. 

. . . We went slowly o'vtr a lower world obscurely lighted by phos¬ 
phorescent waves.” 

r 

It has been said that Tomlinson has a studied style. That is not 
the case. His style is a natural product, and it results frcvn Tomlinson’s 
lifelong habit of mind and eat. The sentences form thenjpelves in his 
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head as he writes; they arc not laboriously reshaped after they have 
been set down. Any reader who knows the author will recognize 
every cadence they contain, and every word, even when it seems 
conscious, as if it were uttered as part of the conversation in that 
hoarse little undertone. He will see Tomlinson’s surprisingly tall, 
bony head, and a hand at the ear to catch whatever reply is made, 
the almost anxious gravity of Tomlinson’s expression, the sad, dry 
smile preceding a story, never afterwards forgotten, which sets the 
party in a roar, the thoughtfulness, the honesty, the convulsed silent 
laughter, and above all the scepticism which runs through his mind 
like a whisper. 

He began by taking to heart the ways of two writers who are 
still among his favourites. Two meditative writers who lived in a 
simpler world than ours and who seem to me a little less good than 
Tomlinson finds them. His pen and his speech are alike the pen and 
speech of a lover of Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo 
Emerson. For Thoreau, in particular (a writer whom I regard as a 
poseurj, he has a feeling that approaches veneration. That is because 
he believes what Thoreau says; he is too honest to do anything else. 
He is by temperament half a philosopher—one who turns over and 
over in his mind the nature of man, his needs and his errant civili¬ 
zation,—and half a journalist. Also, having seen the action of much 
humbug, he is socially indignant, so that when he writes (or wh^m 
he speaks) of suffering or of what he believes to be injustice or 
villainy he is often moved, as cold-hearted people are not moved, to 
emotion. Cold-hearted people, accordingly, or those who fear the 
display of emotion lest it should break down altogether too many 
restraints, suppose Tomlinson to be sentimental; whereas h« is in 
reality so simple that he still believes in the opposition of virtue and 
vice. He believes that the rich are unscrupulous, and that the very 
poor never have a chance. But unlike so many of our self-righteous 
rentier-communists of the latest literary movement he has experi¬ 
enced the life of the very poor, and knows what a slum is like, so 
that some indignation, however unsophisticated, may be permitted 
him. Besides, the doctrine preached by Tomlinson is old-fashioned 
Liberalism, and whatever he may call himself (I do not know) he is 
an old-fashioned Liberal. 

All his journalism has been done for periodicals appealing to 
socially-indignant Liberals of the reforming kind —The Miming 
LeaJefy The Daily News^ The Nation, These papers are gone, as 
Liberalism is gone. The more sentimental Liberals of the middle 
class, to whom they appealed, have taken a farther step to the Left; 
those who wish to maintain the world as they knew it have moved 
for safety to the Right. Tomlinson’s views are anachronistic. Very 
well, he hasjvritten several novels (thegiovel offering itself as a con- 
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venient receptacle into which a man may put his ideas and his 
emotions, his experience and his literary gifts), and some of them 
have been widely and appreciatively read. But Tomlinson is not a 
born novelist. The books have been written less as novels than as 
testimonies to the author’s view of life; and he has not been able 
—perhaps he has not cared—to master a craft that seems easy and is 
very difficult. True, ‘‘Gallions Reach” was a better book than many 
novels written by professional novelists. As long as it was descriptive, 
as long as it was personal, authentic, ‘Telt,” it had magnificence. 
But it had no construction. In a single book, that is a trifle. When, 
however, this book was followed by a much more ambitious novel 
called *‘A 11 Our Yesterdays,” the very title of which was charged 
with a kind of indignant pessimism, the failure in composition, as 
well as in what may be called the more human elements, was 
striking. 

He has produced, since then, novels of which the form was 
better, such as “All Hands”; he has not produced a single novel 
which has recovered the popular enthusiasm sa warmly given to 
“Gallions Reach”. The reason for this is clear, ftt is that the one 
prime need in a novelist is power to create characters interesting to 
us for their own sakes, irrespective of their political, social, and 
moral significance. This may be an old-fashioned definition; but it 
explains why many writers of considerable literary ability and much 
intelligence fail to stir the imagination of their readers and produce 
fictions which in fact are without life. It explains why some 
of those who cannot write novels nowadays declare that the 
novel is an exhausted formi In Tomlinson’s case there is a great 
exp^ri/^nce of life and scene, all of which has its value in making a 
book readable or important to the reader. But I doubt whether 
Tomlinson has the detachment to be either a good critic or a good 
novelist. He has too many, or too strict, moral notions. They get in 
the way. He sees other people from the outside, trusts them or dis¬ 
trusts them, likes them or dislikes them, but never has amused him¬ 
self by imagining them as enchanting labyrinths, as fiery particles of 
flesh and spirit, as children, as human beings. To him, in a sense, 
they are all moral ideas. 

That is not to say that he is a prig, or uncharitable, or humour¬ 
less. On the contrary, his literary enthusiasms of later date are for 
writcys of a mordant and sceptical cast, for Lucian, for Anatole 
France, for Norman Douglas; and his own patient and yet scornful 
humour has an acid bite that never contradicts his astonishing 
charity. But he*does not relish character as character; and he does 
not create character. His gift is for writing. He is reflective as 
Thoreau and Emerson were reflective; and he is a natural descriptive 
writer. When he has something to describe which has deeply moved 
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him his writing is genuine communication, and as such ranks high 
in our'time. 

yi. Norman Douglas 

tA man who has tried to remain a mere citizen of the world and refused to squeeze 
himSelf into the narrow methods and aspirations of any epoch or country .. A 

Norman Dof{g/a^ Alone, 

M y last traveller is one who has been not only far and wide upon 
a part of the earth’s surface but also a considerable distance 
into the heart of the mystery of life. Rightly to appreciate Norman 
Douglas one should be a Scotsman, a student of antiquity, an 
epicure, a wit, a naturalist, and an amoral philosopher. He is all of 
theselhings, and more. He is not solely a Scot, for his mother was 
half German; but the Scottish clement in his nature prevails over 
any other. He was at school at Uppingham and in Germany, was in 
the diplomatic service, was sub-editor of The 'English KevietVy a 
teacher of French to American soldiers in Paris, and many other 
things. His written books include “The Herpetology of the Duchy of 
Baden,” “London Street Games,” “Old Calabria,” and studies of the 
private lives of Gods and other prehistoric persons. He is now (1949) 
an octogenarian; and if there was ever any mystery about his age 

it is because he wrote of his ov/n Mr. Keith: • 

• 

“Mr. Keith was older than he looked—incredibly old, in fact, 
though nobody could bring himself to believe it; he was well pre-* 
served by means of a complicated system of life, the details of which, 
he used to declare, were not fit for publication. That was only his way 
of talking. He exaggerated so dreadfully. His face was ciban-shaven, 
rosy, and of cherubic fulness.” 

To this kindly description D. H. Lawrence adds the gloss: 

“D-was decidedly shabby and a gentleman, with his wicked 

red face and tufted eyebrows.” 

But Mr. Keith, who, although “a perfect host,” was at the 
same time “an egoist, a solitary, in his pleasures,” 

“disliked funerals. For all his open mind and open bowels, Mr. Keith 
displayed an unreasoning hatred of de^th and, what was stilt more 
remarkable, not the least shame in confessing it. . . . Mr. Keith w’as in 
love with life. It dealt fairly with him. It made hinj loth to bid fare- 
% well to this gracious earth and the blue sky overhead, to his cooks 
and his books, his gardeners and roses and flaming cannas; loth to 
exchange tljese things of love, these tangible delights, for a hideous 
and everlasting annihilation.”^' • 



138 


THE GEORGIAN LITERARY SCENE 


To which I shall add two quotations from Orioli’s ‘‘Moving Along, 
in which there are charming glimpses of Douglas. The first: 

“Norman said he felt quite at home here. He was really in Old 
Calabria now, and I could see he was enjoying it. We could sit round 
the brazier all night, he said, getting our clothes dry gradually, smok¬ 
ing our pipes and drinking wine. What more could anybody want? 
As to sloping—damn it, if one cares to sleep, one need only rest 
one’s elbows on one’s knees and put one’s head into one’s hands, and 
there you are. Delicious!” 

And the second: 

“Norman ate more than the rest of us put together and then re¬ 
gretted that he could eat no more; he said a man could not expect to 
have a proper appetite at his time of life.” 

Lawrence, less kindly: 

-always grumbled about the food ... D-always poked 

and pushed among the portions, and grumbled frantically, sotto voce, 
in Italian to the youth Beppo, getting into a nervous frenzy.” 

# 

You have the impression from these quotations* of one who is 
interested in good food—an epicure. By his own account, given in 
’the autobiographical “Looking Back,” he has been much interested 
in other corporeal matters. He has loved life, women, boys, food, 
drink^ and,knowledge. And he quotes with approval the story of a 
Leontine philosopher who, when asked “how he had managed to 
attain a hundred years with such glowing health and jollity,” “was 
wont to shake his hoary locks and roar out ‘Because I never went a 
step out of my way to please anybody but myself.’ ” Like so many 
Scotsmen he was born an antiquary, and like his own Mr. Keith 
again he “knew too much, and had travelled too far, to be anything 
but a hopeless unbeliever,” That is, he is not merely a sceptic, but is 
completely without the ordinary human need to justify himself to 
others. For this reason his work has been unpopular, and has some¬ 
times inspired disgust in squeamish readers. 

Not because the work itself has ever been pornographic: far 
from it. Merely because fhose who regard themselves as most 
emancipated from convention are usually most conventional. 
Rationalists comfort themselves with a kind of glee in conscioys 
blasphemy; and the very ironists of recent fashion do not care to 
endure the irony of others and in fact fear it. Douglas, they feel, 
might—so remote is his sotil—laugh even at them.^HorribleI 
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Horrible! “An egoist, a solitary,” said Douglas, speaking of Mr. 
Keith. Yes, entirely selfish, no doubt, and a hedonist; an utterly 
irreverent mind beside which the incredulities of others are but the 
self-conscious waywardnesses of youthV And yet a writer who puts 
other writers to shame, “a perfect host,” and a man of whom 
Lawrence, never sanguine regarding the virtues of his friends, was 

forced by candour to say “D-has never left me in the lurch.” 

Rather an interesting person, you would suppose. 

You would be right. Douglas, whose literary work has been 
fitful because he cares less for literary fame than for life, has written 
several books in a style to make all who care for right expression 
envious of such perfect skill. And these books are packed with 
original observation and research presented so allusively and with 
such a damping of irony that one must love wit for its own sake to 
appreciate all the learning out of which it flows. If Douglas, with his 
reading of saintly biographies and his curious enjoyment of human 
idiocy, had kept to the narrow path of scholarship, he would have 
received the rewards of dignity. Or if he had been less intent upon 
knowing the details of the past, and had given his time to verbal 
decoration, he would have had the shallower sort at his feet to hear 
a flow of ridicule and invention such as his conversation affords. 
But he is not ambitious. He has wanted to enjoy himself. He has 
wanted to learn, not for the sake of exhibiting his own splendours, 
but because the whole business of life has seemed to him to be very 
odd and interesting and worthy of exploration. 

Having his own pleasure in view, he has not sought to teach * 
others. That is the worst feature of the Scottish kind of humour; 
it is self-sufficing. Having no belief, he has not wishejl to breed 
discip^ or scatter his faith abroad. And that, too, has been a mis¬ 
take. CHie young and ardent, always looking for assurances of 
immortality, or at least of importance, have found him negative! 
Only to lovers of classic civilization and literature has he affordea 
the spectacle of a modern Ancient Greek, too wise for illusion, and 
not in the least bothered by his lack of credit. 

It is to “South Wind” that most readers of Douglas turn for 
pleasure; they would do better to read and re-read “Old Calabria,” 
which is his masterpiece. By comparison, “South Wind” is a light 
record of the extraordinary life led by dwellers upon the island of 
Capri. We assume that it is a work of irony, and that m such 
fantastic creatures could ever be gathered together in a single spot 
(I am not sure, by the way, that “South Wind,” in this aspect, is not 
tlj,e begetting cause of many artificial gatherings lately popular with 
novelists of hotel life, liner life, tenement fife, and so on); but 
Francis Brett Young, in his preface to the English translations from 
Cerio’s “Afia di Capri,” says that it is but a transcript from life made 
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in all simplicityembraces a little mock hagiology, some doubtful 
geology, a plot^Douglas is firm as to the plot, and also the moral, 
which many have missed), and some delicious writingllt is full of 
entertainment, and without doubt, in company with/the equally 
delicious works of Thomas Love Peacock, has served as an in¬ 
spiration to Aldous Huxley, among others. But it is, beside “Old 
Calabria,” a by-product, a holiday, a nonsense-version of many- 
sided truth.* “Old Calabria” is the real thing, and a work of unique 
character. It is a travel book, a history book, a system of philosophy, 
and a self-portrait, all in one. Too rich a diet for some minds? No; 
the difficulty is one of concentration. The sweep and toughness of 
Douglas’s curiosity is greater than any we can summon, and we put 
the book aside for reflection. Sometimes we do not take it up again. 
That is true of all Douglas’s work. 

“Old Calabria” is the best of his books because Douglas has 
always felt at home in Calabria. For one thing, he can persuade 
himself that it must have looked, in ancient times, much as it looks 
now; for another it is full of news for the antiquary who is also of a 
scientific turn and a collector of legends. He has his own method of 
acquiring knowledge, and a simple one. Orioli says: 

“Norman gives chocolates to the children. ... He never travels in 
#the less frequented parts without sweets in his pocket for the young 
ones, and without snuff for the old ones. He says fthat they are the 
only people worth talking to; all the middle generation in this 
country is useless for his purposes, too worldly and material, no 
legends, no poetry. How many hearts has he not conquered with 
sweets, and how many stories has he not collected with snuffi I have 
seen' hirfi giving snuff to old women of eighty, and then talking to 
them for hours and hours.” 


Well, the hours and hours are not wasted; and they were not wasted 
when he was gathering the material for “Old Calabria,” for he was 
well-grounded in natural science, he already possessed much out- 
of-the-way knowledge, and he loved travelling and seeing and 
knowing so dearly that no discomfort or danger could possibly deter 
him from making every necessary investigation. Nor did he heS’itatc 
to buy and read masses of saintly biography with a solemnly mis- 
chievQius attention tliat never became merely derisive. The book 
was a labour of love. Hill^^, villages, saints, critical asides, curious 
facts, and the author’s personality all jostle each other in its pages. 
It is fit reading for sage and ribald, for ethnologist and the studept 
of comparative hagiology. 

• Douglas has his views upon civilization, too; anej these he im¬ 
parts with customary calm: c 
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‘^Nearly all the Mediterranean races have been misfed from early 
days; that is why they are so small. I would undertake to raise the 
Italian standard of height by several inches, if I had control of their 
nutrition for a few centuries. I would undertake to convert them from 
utilitarians into romantics—were such a change desirable. For if 
utilitarianism be the shadow of starvation, romance is nothing but the 
vapour of repletion. 

‘^And yet men still talk of race-characteristics as of something 
fixed and immutable! The Jews, so long as they starved in Palestine, 
were the most acrimonious bigots on earth. Now that they live and 
feed sensibly, they have learnt to see things in their true perspective 
—they have become rationalists. Their less fortunate fellow-Semites, 
the Arabs, have cpntinued to starve and to swear by the Koran— 
empty in body and empty in mind. No poise or balance is possible to 
those who live in uneasy conditions.’^ 

Half-concealed in a note is this other characteristic saying, which 
helps to indicate something of Douglas’s attitude towards his fellow- 
creatures : 

“By placid I do not mean peace-loving and pitiful in the Christian 
sense. The doctrine of loving and forgiving one’s enemies is based 
on sheer funk; our pity for others is dangerously akin to self-pity, 
most odious of vices. Catholic teaching—in practice, if not in theory 
—glides artfuUy over the desirability of these freak-virtues, knowing 
that they cannot appeal to a masculine stock. By placid I mean steady, 
self-contained.” 

But wherever one turns in this book there are characteristic 
things, some of them beautiful, some of them shrewd, some of 
them—to say the least—debatable; and since it has, to speak roughly, 
one reader for every five hundred readers of “South Wind,” it may 
justly be described as undervalued to the point of neglect. Yet it is 
one of the richest of modern books, and for all who care to acquaint 
themselves with a mind as odd and varied as that of Samuel Butler 
(but more adult than Butler’s mind, according to our author, ever 
was) should first possess “Old Calabria” as its essential expression. 

The lesser books, such as “Siren Land,” w’hich is similarly 
notable for what Douglas calls “that (characteristic) veneer of 
erudition,” and “Fountains in the Sand,” have much viruie as 
monologues; and the queer autobiography, “Looking Back,” 
which is built upon an array of visiting cards used by the author 
asstimulus to memory, and which brings us closer than any other 
to his conscienceless temper, will be read as long as books are read 
at all. But only by the few. And when I say “the few,” I am not 
using that f^rm in the snobbish, or ev2n the Stendhalian, sense, for 
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I do not share the genteel notion that what other people like must 
be contemptible, but solely “the few.” Perhaps a greater and less 
self-sufficient man could have brought scholarship less desultorily 
and more universally to book. 

Now, having ended my travellers with an explorer, I shall leave 
them for some whose interests have lain nearer home, right under 
their noses, and in the hearts and doings of common or, at least, 
normal town-dwellers such as we believe ourselves to see every day 
of our lives. 



Chapter Seven 

BLACK AND WHITE 


GEORGE MOORE, ARNOLD BENNETT, JOHN GALSWORTHY, 
SOMERSET MAUGHAM 


I‘Evc^ artist goes to real life for his matter, and from its chaos brings us an idea.... 
Thff spedEc difference of the realist is that, having extracted his idea, instead of further 
distilling it (as the Classicist does) or disguising it with mvsterious essences (as the 
Romantic docs), he endeavours to restore to it the flavour of reality. He endeavours to 
manifest the very texture and illusion of Life itself. Having unravelled a thread, he 
shows it us with a new artful tangle of his own. I 

Georgt Caldemn: Preface to Two Plays by Tebekhov, 


T he realist is inveterately plain, and not coloured; and the fact 
that the lives of wealthy people are so rarely treated with 
realism has led many to suppose that realism is pure squalor. 
But English realism is undoubtedly as old as Thomas Nashe, and 
while it has come to modem readers tinctured by French and Russian 
influence we have no more realistic writer than Neil Lyons, who w^s 
a humorist. I wonder whether George Calderon, in the extract I 
have quoted above, was right in his belief that realism is a technical 
matter: may it not, rather, be a personal matter? As a rough division 
of men, it may be said that there are some who, like Stevenson, 
think every action the better for a bit of purple, and sdme-—^not 
Quakers alone—who shun colour. Purple was used by Stevenson 
figuratively—as a synonym for bravery, or display; and his heroine, 
Catriona, who is rather like Stevenson, after saying that she ought 
to have been a man child, goes on: 

“In my own thoughts it is so I am always; and I go on telling my” 
self about this thing that is to befall and that. Then it comes to the 
place of the fighting, and it comes over me that I am only a girl at all 
events; and then I have to twist my story rotmd about, so that the 
fighting is to stop, and yet me have the best of it;... and I am the boy 
tmt makes the toe speeches all through, like Mr. David Balfotv.” 

• 

Stevenson and Catriona were both romantics. 'They saw them- 
selyes, as Pyramus did, in heroic parts, triumphant parts, fine 
costumes, speaking grand words, doing glorious deeds. S.tevenson’s 
books are the,echo of romantic ambition, and his stage is a toy 
stage. 


* 4 } 
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And there are those others who, while they cannot deceive them¬ 
selves with the stuff of charades, are yet chiefly delighted at the 
thought of appearing a little noble or brilliant, self-sacrificing, brave, 
enduring, arch and sensitive; and they are the sentimentalists, to 
whom we owe the bulk of our fiction. They have quick emotions, 
none too genuine when one comes to take stock of them, but of 
a special fluency and address quite sufficiently apt to persuade 
readers that something real lies behind. Others again, and these are 
inverted sentimentalists, are never satisfied with life, but must show 
it as something more bitter and testing and less heroic than we had 
hoped, a terrible disillusion for those who will not swim with the 
tide and run with the mob. They cry "‘Woe! Woe!” but in reality 
it is their object that we should admire them for what they refuse to 
do and say; and it is quite true that we are often impressed with their 
castigations of society and human nature. 

But 1? we all have our favourite roles in life, and wittingly or un¬ 
wittingly play them in our books, there are some who, for one 
reason or another, do not wish to take the lead, and do not wish to 
impress by the disolay of their own brilliance or courage or dis¬ 
illusion. These arelpe realists or potential realists, for whom the 
scene is complete it it be played by others, so long as these others 
are human (and not dolls), and so long as they can but watch and 
rcl-ish all that happens, and gratify vanity (it maybe), or compensate 
themselves otherwise, bv setting it down without, adornment but 
with satisfying precision jTheir preferred r 61 e is that of spectator, 
recorder, critic, not protagonist or participant; and their wear so 
sober that it will attract no notice at all from their fellow-creatures. 

That i^ only a suggestion. You could say, if you liked, that these 
were men in whom vrhat used to be called the feminine element is 
very strong. Or that they are without passion; or that their minds 
are too strict to allow passion its rein. Or that there is some physical 
reason, such as the stammer from which both Arnold Bennett and 
Somerset Maugham have suffered, or Galsworthy^s shyness, or that 
curious accident of George Moore’s childhood which he thus 
describes: 

r‘It is difficult for me to believe any good of myself. Within the 
oft«itimes bombastic and truculent appearance that I present to the 
w^rld, trembles a heart shy as a wren in the hedgerow or a mouse 
along the wainscottingyAnd the question has always interested me, 
whether I brought this lack of belief in myself into the world with me, 
or whether itfwas a gift from Nature, or whether I was trained into it 
by my parents at so early an age that it became part of myself. I kan 
to the theory of acquisition rather than to that of inheritance, for it 
seems to me that I can trace my inveterate distrust o{ myself back to 
the years when my father <nd mother used to tell me jjiat I would 
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certainly marry an old woman. Honor King, who used to come to the 
door begging. This joke did not wear out; it lasted through my child¬ 
hood; and I remember still how I used to dread her appearance, or her 
name, for either was sufficient to incite somebody to remind me of the 
nuptials that awaited me in a few years. I understood very well that 
the joke rested on the assumption that I was such an ugly little boy 
that nobody else would marry me.” 

But whatever the cause it seems to me that there is more force in an 
argument for negative qualities in the realist than for any belief in a 
determined choice of realism as against any other ism whatever. 
“This craving,” says Moore in another place, 

“This craving for observation of manners, this instinct for the 
rapid notation of gestures and words that epitomize a S.Ute of feeling, 
of attitudes that mirror forth the soul, declared itself a main passion. 

. . . With the patience of a cat at a mouse-hole I watched and 
listened;. . . and though I laughed and danced, and made merry 
with them, I was not of them** 

I do not wish to labour this point, but if it is true that men arc 
realists because of an attitude of mind natural to them, and not by 
any choice, no scolding or praise of their ways will avail us.^11 we 
can do is to point to characteristics and the excellence of their w«rk 
in its own genreiThis, without further preamble, I shall proceed to 
do. And the firsr realist with whom I shall deal, who was not less a 
realist when he roved in archaic fields, is one who died believing* 
that he had slain the conventional novel and created the style of 
Synge (neither of which things had he done), who execrated the 
work of most of his rivals and sometimes vilified them, along with 
his friends, in print, and who wrote in a manner which progressed 
from a sing-song abruptness to exquisite and mellifluous simplicity. 


ii. George Moore 


h 


P“I came into the world apparently with a nature like a smooth sheet of wax, bearing 
nc^impress, but capable of receiving any; of being moulded into all shapes. Nor am I 
exaggerating when 1 say 1 think that I might equally have been a Pharaoh, an ostler, 
a pimp, an archbishop, and that in the fulfilment of the duties of each a certain measure 
of success would have been mine.’l • 

/ Giorge Moore: Confessions of a Young Man, 


G eorge Moore was the son of a landed Irish*gentleman who 
became a Member of Parliament and who bred and raced 
horses. He wa^ born in 1852. His childhood was spent partly upon 
the paternal estate in the West of Irelatid and partly in London, and 

^ • K 
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neither in Ireland nor in London was he able to learn anything at 
school. Although the son of Roman Catholic parents, he became 
very early, through his private reading, an agnostic; and although 
to please his father he agreed to be a soldier he really wanted to be a 
painter. Finding military training excessively disagreeable, he soon 
abandoned it for the companionship of not quite excellent artists, 
actors, and their free-living friends. He “cultivated with care the 
acquaintance of a neighbour who had taken the Globe Theatre for 
the purpose of producing Offenbach’s operas”; and when once he 
had done this he was in the true Paradise of all coldly sensual young 
men. “Bouquets, stalls, rings, delighted me; and of all, the life of the 
theatre—that life of raw gaslight, whitewashed walls, of doggerel 
verse, slangy polkas and waltzes, interested me beyond legitimate 
measure. . . . My mother suffered, and expected ruin, for I took no 
trouble to conceal anything; I boasted of dissipation. But there was 
no need of fear, for I was naturally endowed with a very clear sense 
of self-preservation; I neither betted nor drank, nor contracted 
debts, nor a secret marriage; from a worldly point of view, I was a 
I model young man indeed.” 

Still, however, his mind had no positive direction; only a bent 
towards pleasure and the arts. As soon as he was of age (his father 
died when Moore was eighteen, and Moore inherited the estate) he 
set^out for Paris. There, continuing his interest in painting and 
literature, stage and opera, he established himself among rather 
more excellent artists and writers than those whom he had known at 
home, and, while he soon gave up painting, lived for ten years the 
life of a dUettantCj, deep in the sesthetic fashions of an age already 
drawing tq its close. Not until near the end of his stay in Paris did 
he awaken from a kind of strolling complacency of self-indulgence; 
and then a manifesto by Zola in praise of realism shocked him into 
new and positive literary faith. He knew at last what he must do 
with his talent, and the genre for which his temper had prepared 
him. 

- But in the middle of the dream and at the very moment of 
Moore’s awakening to direction news came that his estate was in 
difficulties, and he was forced to leave Paris. In London he lived 
twelve years in comparative poverty before wealth returned and he 
became again independent. During iliose years he wrote art criticism, 
and c^^nsorted, as he has amusingly told, with a group of men who 
gathered round Tinsley, th^ pubfisher; and he began to produce his 
earliest realistic novels. 

The first of* them, written when Moore was thirty, was “A 
Modern Lover”; the second that landmark in modern literature, 
‘‘A Mummer’s Wife.” Acquaintance with poor artijts and actors, 
then and in the past (a fellow-lodger was an actress, and tj^e wretched 
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Alice in ‘‘A Mummer^s Wife” began her downfall by an effort to be 
sprightly in the part of Serpolette), was invaluable to him. Boyhood 
memory of his father^s racing stables and the social ways of the 
Irish gentry and the Irish peasants was always at his call. And, hav¬ 
ing embraced the realistic method, he pursued it unremittingly. 
Nothing was lost upon him. He used to talk with a hard-pressed and 
illiterate maid-of-all-work at his lodging house, and later with his 
charwoman in the Temple; and he says that while the charwoman 
‘"didnT inspire the subject of ‘Esther Waters,’ she was the atmo¬ 
sphere I required for the book, and to talk to her at breakfast before 
beginning to write was an excellent preparation.” Excellent indeed; 
for Moore explained that he had used another model “without 
shame or stint, as I have used all those with whom I have been 
brought into close contact.” 

When the Boer War broke out at the end of the century Moore 
found himself much opposed to the British Government in that 
matter, as many English people did; and he was inclined to shake 
the dust of the accursed oppressor from his foot. He therefore went 
to Ireland for two years, where he met Irish writers and had a good 
deal to do with the founding of the Irish Theatre, a scheme spon¬ 
sored ty his friend Edward Martyn and by W. B. Yeats. He was a 
severe critic of all that was done, and he did not find himself com¬ 
pletely in accord with his countrymen, with the result that he Jeft 
sore metnories. behind him in Dublin, and did not improve his 
relations with the Irish when he came to write, many years later, his 
memories of that period. 

At last, however, early in the new century, he was back again in 
London; and by then matters had so much improved Moore 
that he left his garret and took a flat in Victoria Street; and later he 
went to that house in Pimlico with which his name will always be 
associated. Ebury Street, where he lived until his death, is a long, 
rather featureless thoroughfare; but after the First World War it 
became both inglorious and glorious in London history as the 
scene of the assassination of another Irishman and the pursuit ani- 
capture of the murderers by an unarmed mob. It is also immortalized 
in the title of one of Moore’s works. I was going to say “one of 
Moore’s most characteristic works,” but they are all, cither in them¬ 
selves or in relation to his work as a whole, highly characteristic, for 
he was an original. He always wrote the kind of book he wagted to 
write, and it was a kind of book pcculiaj to himself. It is because he 
was an original, and not because of his realism or his later style, that 
he will survive in memory; and no writing about hihi could possibly 
equal his own writing about himself, which was marked with so 
much curious detail, and was so precise, so candid (where he wished 
to be candid), and at all times so illulainative of his personality. 
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There exist paintings of Moore at several ages, and the best 
portrait of him is the famous one by Manet. But for those who wish 
for a verbal picture it would be difficult to improve upon that given 
by Susan Mitchell. This she printed first in a little book about Moore 
which was published about twenty years ago, and of course it re¬ 
presents its subject as he was at the beginning of the century. I will 
only add that the Moore whom I saw in 1920 corresponded well to 
Susan Mitchell’s accoimt, excepting that his hair was white, or 
appeared so by artificial light, and that he stooped somewhat. Here 
is the picture: 

‘*Moorc, who everyone said was a very wicked man, had the rosy 
face and innocent yellow hair of young virtue, kindness was on his 
lips, though his eyes were not quite so land, a little slow in following 
the lips... . George Moore seemed to me then to be a man of middle 
height with an egg-shaped face and head, light yellow hair in per¬ 
petual revolt against the brush, a stout nose with thick nostrils, grey- 
green eyes, lips thick in the middle as if a bee had stung them. He had 
champagne shoulders and a somewhat thick, ungainly figure, but he 
moved about a room with a grace which is not of Dublin drawing¬ 
rooms. . . . George Moore’s is a face dear to the caricaturist and in 
itself at times a caricature; the yellow hair, the fat features, the sly 
smile, the malice, the vanity. But as has been said to me,flet some¬ 
one begin to discuss an ideauand in a moment the contour change, 
^che fat shapelessness falls avAy, the jaw lengthens, the bones become 
visible, the eyes darken, the brows straighten, a hawk-like keenness 
is in the look. One does not caricature this Moore.” 

‘‘The sly smile, the malice, the vanity”: one sees them all in Moore’s 
morg personal writings, “Confessions of a Young Man,” “Memoirs 
of My Dead Life,” “Hail and Farewell,” “Avowals,” “Conver¬ 
sations in Ebury Street.” At first, until the attention is caught, they 
may seem the outstanding characteristics of his work; but no writing 
as limpid as his could escape insipidity if it were not that every 
sentence has been overseen by a mind both keen and clear. One 
nliinks one is listening to Mr. Woodhouse, Emma’s father, whose 
conversational style might almost have been Moore’s model. But 
in fact one is listening to a man in whom slyness is but the gentle 
handmaid of scarifying and tenacious judgment. 

I said just now that Moore was c^dTd’^en he wished to be 
candid; and I meant that in his printed discussions it is always he 
who chooses the ground,-just as it was always Socrates, another 
deceptively simple casuist, who chose the ground upon which he 
could discomfit other spirits more generous in assertion. Moore’s 
criticisms of Thomas Hardy, to take one instance, are based upon 
isolated passages or single poems, and they take no heed of Hardy’s 
work as a whole or of Hard^i^’s character as a writer. It^is true that 



BLACK AND WHITE 


149 


Hardy’s poetic preoccupations are often with death and decay. It is 
true that Hardy’s prose style is occasionally clotted. One could 
catalogue other faults. But if preoccupations and faults and single 
paragraphs were to settle a writer’s calibre, some of Moore’s own 
shortcomings could be made to damn him for ever. I also meant 
that his confessions sometimes swear with his professions. The 
wicked Moore of Susan Mitchell’s phrase is not to be reconciled 
with Moore’s own ‘T am as timid in life as in literature,” ‘T was 
naturally endowed with a very clear sense of self-preservation,” 
^‘Within the oftentimes bombastic and truculent appearance that I 
present to the world, trembles a heart shy as a,^wmn.” He was a 
greater lover on paper than in reality, and the tales he told of himself 
were coloured to please, because if they had been plain they could 
never have gratified his own malice. It was an Irishwoman, Miss 
Sarah Purser, who said: ‘‘Some men kiss and tell; Mr. Moore tells 
but doesn’t kiss.” 

The truth is that there is coldness in all Moore’s writing. He 
was never more cold than he was in that tale of love, “Evelyn 
Innes.” His realistic novels set down a series of facts which one 
accepts or rejects according to one’s own experience; and I rate 
them lower than other commentators have done. They have a 
wooden, unleavened literalness which takes no heed of surrounding 
colour and movement. They have no humour. Not only has the 
author no passion, but his dramatis personas kiss without con¬ 
viction—one seducer enchants his love by dilating upon the qualities ^ 
of Babzac as a writer, and, having had his offer of hyses refused, is ’ 
more successful with a set of the Com^die Humaine.fey comparison 
with books written since in the same order, they arc one-syllabled 
and one-tonediBut when read in relation to the history of the 
novel, as pion^r works in a stage of Active literature which other¬ 
wise was largely sentimental or decorative, they are outstanding. 
While other writers of the eighties and early nineties were being 
“just literary,” or witty at the expense of others (few can be witty, 
of course, at their own expense; but still fewer make the attempt^ 
or romantic, or ingenious, Moore and Gissing alone, or almost* 
alone, were trying in the published novel to tell the world something 
about life at first hand. And in Moore’s case it was quite extra¬ 
ordinary how the choice of detail and the continuous succession of 
plain incidents produced both an effect of nature and a progressive 
interest. Where Gissing showed his p!:rsonal grievance and re¬ 
belliousness, Moore recorded. He was detached. He did not explain 
or,^xpound (as Gissing did), but refrained from all personal com¬ 
ment, leaving to his characters any reflections which had properly 
to be made upon such situations as seemed inevitably to arise in the 
course of the tale. To me these books miss a thousand shades; 
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but that is their strength, for they are as firm as engravings. No 
wonder they impressed themselves, and still impress themselves, 
upon candid minds as very striking reproductions of reality. There 
is no question that they gave rise, towards the end of the nineties, 
to a new school of naturalistic writers, Edwin Pugh, Arthur Morri¬ 
son, Somerset Maugham, and others. We know that a reading of “A 
Mummer's Wife” drew Arnold Bennett towards that re-creation of 
life in the Five Towns upon which his lasting fame depends. Merely 
to record the facts is to establish Moore's importance as an influence 
upon his age. 

But he gradually moved away from tales of poor artists, maid¬ 
servants, and travelling actors. Already, in 1886, he had passed 
across the Irish Sea to his own land, when he painted in “A Drama 
in Muslin” his picture of husband-hunting in rural Ireland, a book 
which in spite of crudities has beauty and sympathy and a quality 
of its own; and though he returned after this to the rigorous sim¬ 
plicity of ‘‘Esther Waters” he dwelt in that book for the last time 
upon the ways of very poor people. In “Evelyn Innes” and “Sister 
Teresa” love and theology and the arts were his themes; and in 
“The Lake” and “The Untilled Field” the consequences of his 
long visit to Ireland were to be seen. These books were very much 
better written than their predecessors. Those short paragraphs, as 
waarisome as couplets, in which “A Modern Lover” was written 
gave way to a more sustained prose which has enchantment for the 
ear. The Irish books, in particular, showed his advance in skill; for 
while they appeared literal they were approaching the colloquial 
simplicity which he was later to perfect. But “Evelyn Innes” and 
“Sister Totesa” betrayed a thinning of direct inspiration from life. 
He was in truth at the end of mundane experience; and had reached 
the condition of sedentary debate and literary inspiration in which 
the remainder of his life was spent. 

From that time onward (that is to say from the comparative 
affluence which came to him with the new century) he was less a 
Tiovelist than an editor, talker, and commentator. He began to re¬ 
-write his earlier books. The mood revealed long before in “Con¬ 
fessions of a Young Man” took complete control of him. He was 
ready to confess all and more than all about himself and his friends. 
Seeking for material upon which to exercise his gift, he found only 
the past, in men and in books. He was over fifty when he related the 
“Memoirs of My Dead Life”; the great trilogy “Hail and Farewell” 
followed; for the rest he re-presented what had been written before. 
His own novels, the story of two medieval lovers, the story of two 
lovers of antiquity, and at last the New Testament itself, were all 
rewritten with a most cunning mastery of language a«d a strong and 
artful, rather than a subtle, imelligence. c 
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It is interesting to recall that when Moore was writing his early 
novels they were the cause of fierce combats with the libraries and 
the moral censors of their day, when in reality no more rigidly moral 
novels have ever been composed; and that whenever he wrote of 
Ireland he was the centre of noise and argument inseparable from all 
discussion of Irish affairs; and that as he took up the life of Christ 
similar discord marred the acceptance of his work and averted its 
neglect. These excitements are now stale. Like other Irishmen, he 
enjoyed exasperating his fellows; and in the future, when passions 
are concentrated upon more contemporary matters, he may lose 
some of the benefits of exasperation and fall into oblivion. The 
realistic novels were not, in the sense in which Henry James used 
that word, “done”; the fury aroused by his pictures of the Irish 
scene is local; and “The Brook Kerith” is a discreet and polished 
work, the continuous interest and beauty of which testify to the 
author’s genius. His other rewritings are of little interest. I doubt 
if they will continue to be read. The same may be said of “Aphro¬ 
dite in Aulis,” which has no more vitality than “The Well at the 
World’s End” or “The Water of the Wondrous Isles.” What will 
survive is the personality of Moore. 

Not a creative personality; a critical, discomfiting personality, 
malicious, relentless, much-considering, cold, and with no capacity 
for self-surrender. Not without sympathy, for otherwise he could 
not have written novels such as “Esther Waters” and “A Mummer’s 
Wife,” but as shrewd as he was vain, as teasing as he was unhumor- 
ous. When he was summoned to Ireland to his mother’s deathbed * 
some peasants wailed that they had bad news for him. But Moore 
said to himself, “Not altogether bad news; my mother i% dead, but 
I have been saved the useless pain, the torture of spirit I should have 
endured if I had arrived in time.” That is a very candid statement; 
but a very revealing one: “I have been saved.” It might have been a 
little disagreeable for him; his place as observer would have had to 
be vacated for a time; he might have suffered. I think he took his 
own comfort very seriously. He did not take quite as seriously thSf^ 
mental comfort of those about whom he wrote. 

And yet what an interesting personality it was! And is! How 
excellent a book he wrote about his young days, and how full of 
malicious quality is the trilogy which he wrote about his Irish 
friends and associates! When he describes a person—the )Toung, 
black-coated Yeats as a rook, for exampte—the reader can see that 
person as if the few inevitable words held magic; not only the 
features, but the spirit, the tone, the movement^ of hands and 
eyes,—all are portrayed. Our judgment of Moore is imperfect if we 
neglect two qualities in him, his observant quietness and his’ 
scrupulousness. Though his perception^ are tinged with cruelty, they 
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are untinged with sentiment; they are referred always to his sense of 
truth, and what he sees he expresses with a fidelity as fine as it is 
beautiful. What he sees ... It was not a generous mind, but though 
full of treacheries to friendship it was unwavering in strict loyalty 
to itself. I say, not a pleasant person, but a deeply interesting mind 
and one of immeasurable value in its time and place. 


iii. Enoch Arnold Bennett 


“I cannot conceive that any author should write, as the de Goncourts say they 
wrote, ‘for posterity*. An artist works only to satisfy himself, and for the applause and 
appreciation neither of his fellows alive nor his fellows yet unborn. I would not care a 
bilberry for posterity. I should be my own justest judge, from whom there would be no 
appeal; and having satisfied him (whether he was right or wrong) I should be content 
—as an artist. As a man, I should be disgusted if I could not earn plenty of money and 
the praise of the discriminating.*’ 

Arnold Bennett: Journal, Jan» 28, 1897. 

A rnold Bennett, the son of a solicitor, was born on May 27th, 
1867, thirty years before the words I have quoted were written. 
As a boy, he suffered a serious nervous shock (its cause has been 
conflictingly explained), which led to a stammer that nothing ever 
cuied. As soon as he was old enough to do so, he worked in his 
father’s office, but in 1893 he left the Potteries and came to.London. 
Like his own “man from the North,” he felt himself to be “a certain 
kind of youth of whom it is said that he is born to be a Londoner. 
The metropolis, and everything that appertains to it, has for him an 
imperious efascination.” 

At first Bennett was in a solicitor’s office; but while there he 
gave everybody the impression that he was potentially a literary 
light, and as, like his own Denry Machin, he was always sensitive 
and responsive to the expectations of others, he took heed of so 
complimentary a view/A parody of a sensational serial first brought 
‘^oome prize guineas^tnbn he essayed brief articles and stories; and 
-by the time he was twenty-five he had obtained by what he called the 
grossest kind of “influence” a post as sub-editor of a paper for women. 
Later he was editor of this paper; and it was while he was editor 
that he recklessly engaged himself to write for a provincial syndi¬ 
cate at sensational serial better than anything else of its kind. That 
was Midland bounce; maity people were deceived into thinking it 
Arnold Bennett. But it was not Arnold Bennett. In those early years 
he was incessantiy studying the great French novelists, and he yas 
also writing an entirely serious, unpretentious, and still readable novel 
about a young provincial in London, which he publijhed under the 
title of “A Man from the Horth.” Out of this book,^on its first 
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appearance, he made a profit of one pound. The sensational serial 
paid better than that. 

Bennett did not therefore embrace the career of sensational 
serial-writer. It is not without significance that “The Grand Babylon 
Hotel” and “Anna of the Five Towns”—the fantasia and the 
realistic study—both achieved book publication in the same year. 
He had foimd an enthusiastic admirer in Andrew Chatto, the pub¬ 
lisher; and Andrew Chatto continued to publish for him (at a loss, 
it must be said) until 1905, when, having very unwillingly suffered 
“Sacred and Profane Love,” he allowed Bennett to go to another 
firm, and so lost “The Old Wives’ Tale.” 

In 1902, having established his ability to earn a living by means 
of fiction and journalism, Bennett did what George Moore had done 
thirty years earlier: he went to Paris. Either there or at Fontaine¬ 
bleau he busily wrote novels, short stories, plays, and many articles 
and reviews for London literary papers. And when he was forty he 
wrote a very long novel indeed, so long that the publishers who had 
contracted to publish it shivered at the prospect of a colossal 
printers’ bill and—for at that time Bennett did not earn the £75 
advance which he was in the habit of receiving—a small sale in¬ 
sufficient to cover costs. The book was “The Old Wives’ Tale.” It 
was at once hailed as a work of importance, and while its sales were 
not at first as large as everybody imagined (Bennett once told^me 
that they did not in England pass six thousand), it established him 
as one of the leading novelists of the time. In America it gave the 
author, slowly but surely, a standing unsurpassed by any modern* 
English writer. 

Meanwhile Bennett had married a Frenchwoman, and uijder the 
pseudonym of Jacob Tonson he contributed to A. R. Orage’s 
weekly political review. Tie New Age^ a letter about books which 
was so much the best thing of its kind that it became the talk of 
bookish London. While Wells was publishing “Tono-Bungay” and 
“The New Machiavelli,” and Bennett “The Old Wives’ Tale” and 
“Clayhanger,” these two men were the heavenly twins of literat\:»fc^ • 
and wonders of the age. The young men of 1909 and 1910 felt that 
with Shaw and Barker and Galsworthy in the theatre, Bennett and 
Wells and, in a lesser degree, Galsworthy in the novel, and Chesterton 
and Belloc in the press, there was thrilling life in the intellectual 
world; and they were right. There never has been so mnfh life 
since. » 

Presently Bennett determined to leave Paris and live in England. 
Hf returned for a time in 1911, and very soon bAught an elderly 
house in Essex, which was made habitable under the care of his 
closest friend pf that day, E. A. Rickards, the architect, and to which 
from the fyrst he invited not only hisi older English literary friends 
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but those of the younger generation—C. Squire, Hugh Walpole, 
Robert Nichols, and others. He was established in this house early 
in 1914, and as he was able to keep the Ve/sa^ his barge-built yacht, 
at Brightlingsea near by he seemed, in those peaceful days, to be 
assured of a long life of good work and literary eminence. 

But in the summer of 1914 came War. Bennett was swallowed 
up in it, as husband (for Mrs. Bennett, being French, was at once 
tragically agitated by the fate of her country), as journalist, and 
finally as an active force in the Ministry of Information (or Pro¬ 
paganda), to the directorship of which he was in the end appointed. 
For Bennett the war years were years of intense pressure, literary, 
political, and social. From the first (and for the first time in his life) 
he was surrounded by military officers, politicians, and busy men of 
affairs generally. Strange and exciting as the emergency was, it 
completely changed the course of his life. He had been a novelist; 
he found himself an active publicist. He had been devoted to the 
arts; he found himself called upon to ‘^sustain the morale of civilian 
populations.” That seemed to him to be a wonderful experience. 
He flowered under it, never too busy for his friends and beneficiaries, 
but absorbed perpetually in the demands of the hour, like a banker 
or a Cabinet Minister, ‘"winning the War.” Cabinet Ministers, in¬ 
deed, welcomed his company and his views. He had some power; 
he knew men who had more power and who would use it at his 
request. At the Ministry of Information he was brought into close 
contact with Lord Beaverbrook, a Canadian financier and news- 
»paper proprietor whose influence upon him was immediate and 
irresistible. By Beaverbrook he was led more and more into the 
great world of affairs, until his novels looked to him, and became 
for oftiers, smaller than life, instead of equal to it in size and worth. 
His other acquaintances were innumerable; his days full; his 
importance once and for ever after less that of a creative writer than 
that of a public character and oracle. 

All these excitements had their due effect upon a nature which, 
4;tSder an air of strength, was sensitive to excess. The War was an 
overwhelming blow to Bennett. His experience in meeting what 
must be called the fashionable society of that time shocked deeply 
all the fundamentally rigid and “decent” notions of his bourgeois 
upbringing, from which he had been delivered only in his own 
imagii^tion. Those people who objected to “The Pretty Lady” as 
pornography did not recognize that it expressed a loathing on 
Bennett’s part for what he had been seeing. It was not a realistic 
book by a man-6f-the-world; it was a cry of horror by one whqge 
standards of conduct had been outraged. The levity and folly and 
recklessness portrayed in “The Pretty Lady” were ^seriously ab¬ 
horrent to him. True to hisfnew character as man-of^the-world, 
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which had insensibly replaced that of the all-seeing and all-ponder¬ 
ing arfist, he pretended that these things were, and that they must be 
faced; but in my view he was never socially or politically an easy¬ 
going moralist, and I believe his will was then shaken, and his 
crcdenoein a progressive world wrecked. 

After the War, in 1919 and 1920, Bennett was so tired that he was 
in danger of serious illness. His closer friends noticed this, and 
several of them were greatly alarmed. It has been suggested that the 
unquestioned decline of his work in fiction was due to the fact that 
he was spoiled by success; I think it was due to physical exhaustion 
and the strain of the War. He continued to write steadily and regu¬ 
larly, because writing steadily and regularly was his habit, and he 
could not live without writing (I went with him in the early months 
of 1920 to Portugal, on the understanding that as a holiday was 
necessary to save his health he was to do no work at all; but on the 
third day following our arrival at Mont Estoril he confessed that he 
had written six hundred words before breakfast. When I said 
“Oh, no; that's not what you^re here for,” he answered: “I know. 
I had to.”); but nothing he wrote after the War was equal to what he 
had written earlier. 

Let me try to present him as he appeared to those who saw liim 
in the flesh. He was stoutly built, and about five feet ten inches in 
height. He held himself very erect and his shoulders very rigi<i so 
that his body had no natural swing as he walked, but rather swayed 
stiffly from side to side. He always walked slowly and with great 
seriousness. His brow was square, and rose straight from eyes that* 
looked tired, because of rather heavy eyelids, to the small flourish of 
hair which latterly replaced the famous coif made fun qf by carica¬ 
turists. His cheeks were clear and showed a faint colour. His mouth 
was irregular, and his upper teeth were also irregular. The eyes, once 
the first impression of tiredness was passed, were a warm brown, and 
smiled. Bennett was a master of the wink. When some effusive 
stranger buttonholed him to express admiration, Bennett was at all 
times courteous; but, if he caught a friendly eye beyond his ^ 
thusiast, one of those heavy lids would irresistibly quiver. 

In repose his expression, I should have said, represented calm 
melancholy. But his smile was very sweet, and the aura of kindness 
which surrounded him was such that he was exfrefnely popular 
with children. Odd as it may seem to some, he could converje with 
children very effectively. But he was a^«hy and sensitive man, who 
normally talked littl^ He talked more towards the end of his life, 
frgm politeness, to >*^ake things go,” and he did this very well, 
though sometimes with exaggeration of his own mannerisms. His 
voice was ra^jher harsh, and gave the impression of being high- 
pitched. Aj far as his writing was codcerned, although to strangers 
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he professed to be very well satisfied, he was excessively modest, 
and if some of his work received great praise he would naively 
repeat the praise to me, and add, “It’s . . . extraordinary.” That was 
because he was very simple-minded. 

That simple-mindedness, that naivet6, was what made Bennett 
many and devoted friends. When he was alive they teased him and 
were teased by him. They contradicted him and were contradicted 
by him; and nobody a penny the worse. He kept a strict eye upon 
the grammar of his friends, and they in turn rebuked him for 
eccentricities of phrase or judgment. One day some of them joined 
in protesting against the word “motivated”, which he had used. 
He said “What else can you say?” Suggestions were made; he 
was assured by a classical scholar in the company that such a word was 
shocking. Undaunted at the end of ten minutes, he said: “Damned 
if I don’t use it again next week.” If he had again referred to the 
matter he would have said: “A-and ... I did do.” 

It is the simple-mindedness of Bennett that causes those who 
like to regard themselves as European to call him “provincial”. 
He was in many respects the young man from the Midlands. Where¬ 
as Gissing, also a provincial, had condemned the foul ugliness of 
cities, and Moore had hardly seemed to know what they looked like, 
so interested was he in clambering like an ant over the lives of 
wretched people, Bennett 'was 'delighted to embrace the beauties as 
well as the disfigurements of urban civilization. He not only saw 
the town, but he could see what it represented in the creative life of 
'man: 


^ *‘Bursley, the ancient home of the potter, has an antiquity of a 
thousand years. It lies towards the north end of an extensive valley, 
which must have been one of the fairest spots in Alfred’s England, 
but which is now defaced by the activities of a quarter of a million 
people. Five contiguous towns—Turnhill, Bursley, Hanbridge, 
Knype, and Longshaw—united by a single winding thoroughfare 
some eight miles in length, have inundated the valley like a succession 
of great Takes. Of these five Bursle^the mother, but Hanbridge is the 
largest. They are mean and forbidding of aspect—sombre, hard- 
featured, uncouth; and the vaporous poison of their ovens and 
chimneys has soiled and shrivelled the surrounding country till there 
is no village lane within a l^guebTit what offers a gaunt and ludicrous 
trayesty of rural charms.lNothing could be more prosaic than the 
huddled, red-brown stre^; nothing more seemingly" remote than 
romance.\Yet be it said that romance is even here—the romance 
which, few: those who have an eye to perceive it, ever dwells amid 
the seats of industrial manufacture, softening the coarseness, traciis- 
figuring the squalor, of these mighty alchemic operations. Look down 
into the valley from the terrace-height where love it kindling, em¬ 
brace the whole smoke-girt Amphitheatre in a glance, aod it may be 
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that you will suddenly comprehend the secret and superb significance 
of the vast Doing which goes forward below. Because they seldom 
think, the townsmen take shame when indicted for having dis¬ 
figured half a county in order to live. They have not understood that 
this disfigurement is merely an episode in the unending warfare of 
man and nature, and calls for no contrition. Here, indeed, is nature 
repaid for some of her notorious cruelties. She imperiously bids man 
sustain and reproduce himself, and this is one of the places where 
in the very act of obedience he wounds and maltreats her. Out be¬ 
yond the municipal confines, where the subsidiary industries of coal 
and iron prosper amid a wreck of verdure, the struggle is grim, 
appalling, heroic—so ruthless is his havoc of her, so indomitable her 
ceaseless recuperation. On the one side is a wresting from nature’s 
own bowels of the means to waste her; on the other, an undismayed, 
enduring fortitude. The grass grows; though it is not green, it grows. 
In the very heart of the valley, hedged about with furnaces, a farm still 
stands, and at harvest-time the sooty sheaves are gathered in.” 


That, which is taken from one of Bennett’s early novels, “Anna 
• of the Five Towns”, represents his view of urban life. “As squalid 
^as you like,” he says in effect; “but none the less full of grandeur, 
full of the pxoper stuff of romance.” It is a view which may be 
called bourgeois but it is a view which the realistic novelist may 
quite properly take. Nor was it anything but Bennett’s natiital 
attitude; for while he was as sensitive to ugliness as any man I 
have ever met he was quite definitely a townsman. The countryside 
was pleasant, fascinating to paint, exquisite to see; but there were • 
not enough men and women, not enough houses, not enough of the 
movements and conflicts of human beings, to satisfy hiiq. It.was in 
people that he took all his interest; people who set their wits against 
each other, people who set their wits against the world, people who 
got on with their jobs, people who came to London and conquered it. 

He enjoyingly laughed at such people in some of his books, 
of which “The Card” is the best and the best-known, and lesser 
examples, “A Great Man”, “The Regent”, “Mr. Prohack”, tk 
made them grotesque in such books as “The Grand Babylon Hotel”, 
and “Hugo” and “The Gates of Wrath”, which are well-written 
shockers. He made them horrible and piteous in “Riceyman Steps”* 
a study of misers. “In The Old Wives’ Tale” and “Clayhanger” he 
made them real. “The Old Wives’ Tale” and “Clayhanger” ,-|re by 
far the best of his books. Into them he put without stint his humourJ 
his scrupulousness, and his old knowledge of Midland life. Ii| 
thgn he was completely an artist, if that means, as Intake it to mean! 
that a man sacrifices everything to his conception. These booki 
have not the,peculiar excitingness that Balzac alone imparts t(x^ 
the fictitiouj mundane; they are lightei^ less intense. But they are full 



158 


THE GEORGIAN LITERARY SCENE 


of character and truth to character; the scene is clearly set; one reads 
with the sense of being taken not only among individud humanbeings 
but into the homes and shops and hearts of the Midlands and the 
Midland people. Above all, the ^oks and the people in them grow, 
not arbitrarily, but organically.Af it is true that they remain small, 
as small as human beings are in real life,yiat must be set down as a 
deficiency in the realistic novel itself, fdr in that genre only Balzac’s 
and Dostoevsky’s people are larger than life, and Balzac’s live in a 
world altogether fabulous, while Dostoevsky’s are so large as to be 
fantastic (or it may be only Russian!) to the verge of the gigantesque. 
In Bennett’s best books one is still among the normal. It was his 
object to deal with the normal. That was what absorbed him. 

I have never agreed with those who set ‘‘Riceyman Steps” on 
a level with the author’s major books. Beside them it is tired and 
meagre; two misers and a servant girl and a certain deliberately 
observed milieu. He went daily to Clerkenwell while he was writing 
it, to gain knowledge; but the district was not in his blood as were 
the Five Towns. Some others of his novels, however, have not yet 
had enough credit given to them. There is “Whom God Hath 
Joined”, which had a curious history, being published by a firm 
hitherto specializing in legend and folk-lore.* Along with C. F. 
Keary’s “Bloomsbury”, a long book in the Gissing tradition, it 
loqjced strange in such a list, and as it had been printed in a foreign 
country the first edition was disfigured with extraordinary mis¬ 
prints. It is with difficulty recovering its place in the canon. There is 
“The Price of Love”, to which at all times critics have been less 
than fair, so that it is supposed to be a twice-cooked pudding, when 
in fact jit is, though minor, only just minor. There is the latter part 
of “llord Kaingo,” a book which suffered from some confusion of 
mind in the author and some confused criticism from eminent 
publicists. This book was supposed to deal with the life of a real 
person; and I have been told that the daughter of the real person 
felt bitterly towards Bennett for lampooning her father. But the 
JLnok is in reality an extraordinarily sincere portrait of Bennett 
himself, in late middle age, and in pain and fear of death. It should 
not be overlooked by the student of his work, althouglAhe political 
passages are incredible^ ^ 

All the books in wnich Bennett tried to reproduce the artistic 
temperament, or the abnormal—^for examples, “Sacred and Pro¬ 
fane Love” and “The Glimpse,” are very unsatisfactory. The hard¬ 
ness of the former is due, perhaps, to the fact that he was trying to 
be French; the •hardness of the latter lies in the fact that he ipas 
doing something in which he did not believe. He was never at his 
best unless he could be both humorous and humjine, unless he 
could be amused by his peoJ>le as well as devoted to^eir repre- 
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scntation. That is the success of “The Old Wives" Talc,” that the 
two siSters and Mrs. Baines and Mr. Povey are within his heart as 
well as his head. He liked nice people; they need not be good, but 
they must be simple and they must be honest; they might lie or be 
grandiose (for that sin he had some kindness), but they must not be 
treacherous or cruel, or anything but the plain people who grow rich 
or keep poor, who do their best towards those whom they love, 
and who certainly do their best towards what they believe to be the 
truth. There are millions of such people in England, and all over the 
world. They continue the work of civilization; and Bennett is their 
historian. Only when he went away from them, and tried to picture 
what is vicious or vulgar in itself, did he give away the secret of 
his own innocence. He was not sophisticated. 

But he was attracted to grandeur as a moth to a lamp. That is 
made a cause of complaint against him by some; to his friends, who 
loved him, it was ever a matter for amusement. His clothes, his 
knowingness, his gaping wonder at gilt restaurants, have all been 
over-emphasized: my own belief is that he unconsciously yielded in 
later days to what he found to be a general belief in his love of the 
baroque. I do not deny such a love; I merely say that it figures in his 
lesser works, at first, in fun, because it amused him; latterly, in 
blindness, because he felt it was exacted of him. Being tired, he 
grew lazy, and caricatured himself^he caricature was never con¬ 
scious or deliberate, but it represents what was almost a mechanical 
act on the part of one who desperately needed rest and who could 
not, and was not allowed to, enjoy that rest. 1 

Now let us take a final look at Bennett's ^rk as he left it. There 
are plays, as to which I have said nothing. “Milestones," i|i which he 
collaborated with Edward Knoblock, had a great success, and was 
called by Bennett himself “a neat enough trifle." “The Great 
Adventure," which he wrote alone, had similarly a great success, 
and owed much to two pieces of magnificent acting, on the part of 
Henry Ainley and Wish Wynne. “The Title" had some success. 
The rest were not successes; and were never more than trifles. 
Of course, “What the Public Wants," that skit upon the vagaries, 
of great newspaper proprietors, was extremely amusing and full of 
cheek; but the others lacked form and growth. They were too easily 
written for fun, to show that he could :. .. but he couldn't, or rather 
would not take the trouble to do something that was well within his 
power. » 

In his best novels, “The Old Wives" Tale", “Clayhanger" and 
“TJiese Twain" (“Hilda Lessways” was never eqdal to its com¬ 
panions), he brought urban England to life and gave it sig¬ 
nificance. In the lesser serious books he only failed to do as 
well becaus^e the themes failed in importance or the method in 
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freshness. In the good humorous books—“The Card,” “A Great 
Man,” “Buried Alive”—he amused himself and others', con- 
sumedly, for these books, too, were authentic Bennett, escaping 
from seriousness and enjoying himself. In the lesser books, the 
so-called pot-boilers, he amused himself and some others, but 
with “The Ghost,” “The City of Pleasure,” “The Regent,” 
and “The Strange Vanguard” he hardly communicated the joke. 
In the thoroughly bad serious books—“Sacred and Profane 
Love” and “The Glimpse”—he paid the price for applying the 
realistic method to matters of which he had no real understand¬ 
ing. In the books which are called his “pocket philosophies” he 
gave a helping hand to the self-improving, which is enough to 
damn them with the cultured; but they did in fact help many, and 
while they consist of truisms expressed with all the emphasis 
created in Bennett by his stammer, that is enough to show that 
they were not superfluous. They were certainly sincere, 

Henry James, in criticizing Wells and Bennett, objected that they 
regarded life as a gigantic orange, to be squeezed indefinitely for the 
purpose of their fiction. He thought that they did not select, com¬ 
pose, “do” the job of art, concoct a situation or a picture and lavish 
all care, in the Jacobean way, upon its treatment. He found Wells so 
abounding in vitality and richness of experience that he winked often 
enpugh at what offended him and what he regarded as a squander¬ 
ing of wealth to no artistic end. Wells was a prodigal. Bennett he 
admired, but condemned. He said: 


confound the author of ‘Tono-Bungay’ and the author of 
'Glayhai^ger* in this imputation for the simple reason that with the 
sharpest differences of character and range they yet cony together 
under our so convenient measure of value by saturation ,.. f Our argu¬ 
ment is that each is ideally immersed in his own body or*reference, 
and that immersion in any such degree is really among us a new featury 
of a novelist’s range of resource.” ^ 

However delicately expressed, that was a charge of “No art”; for 
the objection raised by Henry James was to the seeming assumption 
of both writers that memory and experience could all be poured 
out upon the pages of a novel and make something significant in 
itself.#Well, there is, certainly, this problem to be encountered in 
assessing the realistic or quasi-realistic novel; which is, the point at 
which virtue is its own reward and truth its own touchstone; and 
Bennett would have admitted that a literature entirely compose^ of 
“Clayhangers” would soon be an enormity. That book did give 
rise to a number of works of an autobiographical^ or semi-auto- 
biographical character whichiin turn have resulted in farther books 
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of the same nature. But Bennett did not intend the sequel: his notion 
was that he would write in three volumes a history of a man and his 
wife from their childhood to their advanced age. He thought it 
worth while to show them in their environment, which chanced to 
be the environment with which he had been familiar. rThe artistic 
object may have been remote, in the sense that what fte proposed 
was a highly detailed fresco, instead of a concentrated piece for the 
easel.^But the object, in Bennett’s case, was there. The surface was to 
be large, precisely because he wanted to ‘‘do” the job thoroughly. 
Not gran^osity was his aim, and not detail for its own sake (an 
absurd assumption), but thoroughness. Therefore, to me, James’s 
criticism loses validity. Having failed to appreciate a large design, 
executed or to be executed with some copiousness, he mistook the 
nature of the work. If the work as a whole is a failure, that is another 
matter altogether. 


iv. John Galsworthy 


“Fpr that Is, my dear Jack, what you are—a humanitarian moralist. ... This fact 
which ypu cannot help and which may lead you yet to become the Idol of the Public— 
if I may so express myself—arises as the greatest danger in the way of your art. It may 
prevent the concentration of eftort in one single direction—because yoy art will always 
be trying to assert itself against the impulse of your moral feelings... th moralist iwist 
present us with a gospel—he must give counsel, not to our reason or Jentiment, but to 
our very soul^o you feel in yourself the stature for that task? That you must meditate 
over with gt&t seriousness—because, my dear Jack, because it is in you to be a great 
novelist.” 

Joseph Conrad to John Galsworthy^ in a letter. 


% % 

I INCLUDE John Galsworthy in this chapter, less because he was in 
any sense a realist than because he gives me an opportunity to draw 
a distinction. Whereas the two writers mentioned previously in this 
chapter owed much to French models, Galsworthy was I think the 
first English novelist to turn for what may be called technical 
inspiration to Russia. And whereas French realism always directed 
its attention towards an objective presentation of life, Russian 
realism was always tinged with philosophy (that is to say, with 
ethics and metaphysics) and with politics. The same is true of 
Russian literary criticism. In Galsworthy’s case it was never denied 
that his earliest books were written in direct imitation of the npvels 
of Turgenev; and his whole work was i?oloured by that humani¬ 
tarian moralizing to which Conrad—always an acute critic—refers 
in the letter quoted above. Galsworthy thought as muth of the moral 
of everything as Alice’s Ugly Duchess. 

Another point to which I wish to refer is that Galswprthy was the • 
first genteel novelist of the Georgian'scene, and only the second 
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genteel novelist in English literature. Unlike his predecessor, he 
was no snob, though he too was a critic of snobs. He was a man of 
independent means, and was educated at Harrow and Oxford. Bom 
in the year after Wells and in the same year as Arnold Bennett (1867), 
he was prolonging his adolescence while his two contemporaries 
were already biting hard at life. Their culture was personal, original; 
his the culture of a class. To him, honour, justice, breeding, and self- 
sacrifice were first principles; he represented all the virtues of what 
is called in England the public school spirit. Nobody could ever have 
thought Wells or Bennett “public school”; nobody could ever 
have imagined Galsworthy as an3rthing else. He never quite caught 
up with his two great contemporaries in practical acquaintance with 
all classes except his own; and I think his fastidiousness in the matter 
of breeding, dress, and deportment prevented him from wholly 
enjoying either their company or their confidence. Bennett rather 
scoffingly liked him very much; I imagine that Bennett constantly 
set Galsworthy’s teeth on edge. Wells certainly missed in him that 
malicious camaraderie which sets all at ease. He once impulsively 
said in my heating: “Galsworthy makes one feel such a cadV* He 
did not mean morally a cad; he meant “personally uneasy.” Gals¬ 
worthy was very fastidious, very shy, and probably very timid. It 
was a timid face. 

' It was also a very serious face, full of kindness, but ever thought¬ 
ful. He was very short-sighted, and the glasses he wore were thick. 
He was obviously a gentleman, not only in his modest speech and 
bearing, but in Hillcrist’s sense of “a man who keeps his form and 
doesn’t let life scupper him out of his standards. ... I assume, of 
coutsa^ that he’s honest and tolerant, gentle to the weak, and not 
self-seeking.” While Wells’s quick blue eyes saw everything at a 
single flying, mischievous glance, and while Bennett’s brown ones 
wisely paused in scrutiny for perhaps two pulse-beats, Galsworthy 
looked patiently and gravely for quite a long time through his 
glasses, and behind the glasses the eyes were, I believe, a cold grey. 
You might have thought him a lawyer (as he had been); you cer¬ 
tainly would have reali2ed his kindness; but you would not—or I 
should not—^have been very confident of his power to accept teasing. 
Nevertheless, he had great sympathy; and only a lack of humour and 
self-confidence, probably, prevented him from achieving an air of 
geniaUty. 

Having been born, as? 4 t were, to plenty, he made a romantic 
marriage and lived happily ever after. He could not have passed 
Gissing’s test of the good writer, for Gissing, upon hearing that a 
new light had appeared on the literary horixon, used always to ask, 
“Has he starved?” Galsworthy had not starved. AU his sympathy 
with poor people was the sympathy of a sensitive and highly strung 
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humanitarian who tries to put himself in the place of those whom he 
does not understand; those between whom and himself there can be 
no intercommunication. Whether lambs or horses, dogs or gutter¬ 
snipes, social outsiders or performing seals, all who did not belong 
to the English affluent middle class—the Forsytes—^were in a sense 
dumb animals. He suffered their pains a thousand times over; but 
the last plumbing degrees of insight, of identification, were beyond 
him. As in the case of Gregory, in “The Country House,” it was to 
his “reforming instinct a constant grief that he had been born re¬ 
fined. A natural delicacy would interfere . . .” That is why, when one 
has been poor, one never quite accepts Galsworthy’s poor people, 
who are poor before they are human. 

He started, in the vein of Turgenev, with tales of lovers; and 
many of his books are tales of lovers, some of them better tales and 
some of them less good tales, but always sensitive, marked by a 
kind of trembling emotion, and always about!well-bred idealists 
who do wrong with the best motives, or from mstability, or who, 
avert wrongdoing by reason of some strong call to duty or virtue. 
In these books he took from Turgenev’s method what he needed 
—measure and delicate precision; and he shared with his master a 
thrilling sense of beauty, irony, and an extraordinary feeling for 
tragic young love. Galsworthy often returned to this theme, trying 
to pitch the note high but always decorously, to catch a pure rajkof 
emotion and at the same time woo realify and escape the namby- 
pamby. He did not always escape, and he did not catch the pure ray, 
which comes unsought to genius but may not be laboured for; while 
as to reality it has evaporated in the passage of time and is no more 
to be found in the tender pages. “Jocelyn,” “Villa Rub^n,’. “The 
Country House,” “The Patrician,” and “The Dark Flower” all 
belong to the same order; and if these books now seem to us to be 
sentimental, while Turgenev’s “On the Eve” and “A House of 
Gentlefolk” continue to shine in memory as things of beauty, the 
explanation may perhaps lie in the fact that while Turgenev was at 
bottom a poet Galsworthy was at heart a gentleman, “born refined,^ 
as he has said, and forever constrained by his natural temper to 
make his characters “nice.” If you are born refined, you cannot 
allow yourself to see everything or to write of ever5rthing; not only 
“good form” inhibits you, but a lack of moral courage. 

Having begun to be a writer (he used the pseudonym •John 
Sinjohn” for his first three books), Galsworthy very soon revealed 
his morali2ing impulse. He had been born into a comfortable class, 
and^he found members of that class intolerably less sensitive to the 
evils which he saw all about. Like every other English moralist, he 
cried out upOQ the English hypocrisy. He arr^gned hk class for 
using every ^advantage which weattlf^d the British legal system 
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provided. When he first went into the theatre it was to draw a 
pointed contrast between the lot of a young man of good family 
and a working man, both of whom, when drunk, had committed 
theft. He went on to show how onesided any strike or lock-out 
may be, owing to the innate power of Capitalism to live upon itself 
while the unemployed workers starve. But while he arraigned, he 
could not bring himself to portray the rich as deliberately evil, and 
so he was again forced into the use of types and symbols, all of 
whom stood for their own point of view, for pride, for obstinacy, 
for selfishness, and for suffering, fce was too modest to be severe 
and as he painted in low tones it Vas thought that he was a realistf 
pointing out to the world candidly and with moderation where it 
was wrong. That was not the case. He was uneasy, uncomfortable, 
unhappy; and the cause of his unhappiness was an imagining of the 
pain and injustice which the world held and to which the world 
paid no heed. 

It must have been a knowledge of this preoccupation on the 
part of a friend which caused Conrad to write his words of warning; 
for that horror of pain and injustice runs through the whole of 
Galsworthy’s work, and affects its ultimate importance, frhe artist 
may rightly see and protest against injustice^but if he does this too 
narrowly, if he is but a fabulist, he may welFmiss truth for the sake 
of his moral. Galsworthy suffered from a cramping of the imagina¬ 
tion. He had constrained his lovers; he now constrained his sinners 
and strikers and class-conscious neighbours and clubmen. He 
could not forget the claims of niceness; he could not forget the 
fact that a man was poor or rich or stupid or dishonest or a Jew. 
[Not a hutaar^eing, but the embodiment of a state of mind or a 
^tate of bodyi^ny writer who has such strict notions of what is 
good and wh^evil, and who dare not let his principals stray outside 
a rigid code of conduct or behaviour, keeps them very short of 
characteriAnd so while Galsworthy’s plays (for in this section of 
his work^he plays form a large proportion) are excellent as moralities 
6 iey are exceedingly narrow moralities. Suffering as he did from 
that emotional sympathy with the loser in any fight which is the 
mark of humanitarianism, he unconsciously distorts both sides of a 
wrangle in order to produce his plea for the unfortunate, the weak, 
the dumb. He was a pleader. 

But he was not only a pleader. Quite apart from the fact that 
he had an altogether exceptional sense of the theatre, which makes 
his plays very effective pieces, and a sure and delicate hand in the 
presentation of a story, which makes even his inferior nqvels 
readable, he had in one instance a mastery of family history and 
family psychology too notable for oblivion. I dounot think the 
later instalments of the For^e Saga show anything b^it a decline; 
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but the first Forsyte book, ‘‘A Man of Property’’, was and is an 
origindl and vital contribution to the modern novel. In that book 
is embalmed for all time a departed way of life. The characters in 
it, although not full of life, are full of type. The moral prejudice 
which hampers Galsworthy elsewhere is lifted, and a romance is 
unravelled. Probably some who have come to maturity in the 
past few years may not reali2e how new ‘‘A Man of Property” was 
at the time of its publication: the plan of that book has produced a 
thousand imitations. But it was new, original, deeply interesting 
as a period piece, deeply interesting as a sign that a modern novel 
could be as rich in three hundred pages as anybody pleased. I 
think “A Man of Property” will continue to be read when most of 
Galsworthy’s other work has passed into dust; just as I think that 
some of his plays will continue to be performed as long as there 
arc repertory theatres in the world. Their freshness may go—it 
has already gone from the lesser plays; their interest as comments 
upon social conditions will assuredly lessen; but they are such 
good theatre, and they still read with so much life, that they will 
survive fashion and enter history. 

Galsworthy had ceased long before his death to be a young 
man’s author; he was either too wise or too tender for the modern 
world. He had no 5 C 0 fi! and no impatience; but a great deal of 
sentiment. He was at his best with old men—old gentlemen—ibr 
example with old Jolyon, old Anthony, and the hero of “The Stoic”. 
They were welcomely static; they had taken their stand, and they 
remained set to the end. The first of these, gradually dying in * 
loneliness; the second holding grimly to his own will and losing 
his last battle; the third, defeated, ending his days with a feast 
which only a man who relished good food and drink could have 
devised. They were members of the older generation whom Galsr 
worthy had seen at close quarters and admired. They had the old 
standards, the stiff upper lip of the aristocracy; he could appreciate 
them. Besides, they were quiet; they were not forever restlessly 
changing and shouting and darting hither and thither at useless; 
agitating speed. They were pathetic. He could love and pity them, • 
and they would respond to his pity; whereas however much^one 
may pity the young and futile they will not humbly lick one’s hand 
for the treaA On the contrary, they bite, and Galsworthy did not 
like people to bite. His dream was of a world of ladies and gentlemen, 
very well behaved, very peaceable, ready 90 compromise grievances; 
no wolves, but lions and lambs living in perfect amitj. 

Nor had he the vigour which would have enabled him to carrj^ 
a crusade for peace at white heat into the hearts of men. He was in a 
great difficulty,,for a novelist who preaches, unless he attacks, must’ 
have a positive creed to cxpoiaid. As Conrad said, “A moralist 



i66 


THE GEORGIAN LITERARY SCENE 


must present us with a gospel—^he must give counsel, not to our 
reason or sentiment, but to our very soul. Do you feel in yburself 
the stature for that task? That you must meditate over with great 
seriousness.” What, at the end of his life, was Galsworthy^s con¬ 
clusion when he so seriously meditated upon the counsel he could 
give? We must, I think, reach for ourselves the view that he had 
neither the intellect nor the fire for the job. 

His strength was in his love of beauty, which was rare. It was 
greater than his love of men (from whom he shrank unless they 
were as fastidious as himself). He could pity men and animals, 
and wish to better their lot; but for men as animals he had an 
aversion. When he could turn his eyes back, away from conflict, 
as he did when he wrote of old and dying people, he could still 
see the world as a lovely viceless thing for the eye to rest upon. 
He could still believe in peace, leisure, and acceptance. 

*Tt was quite shady under the tree; the sun could not get at him, 
only make the rest of the world bright so that he could sec the Grand 
Stand at Epsom away out there, very far, and the cows cropping the 
clover in the field and swishing at the flies with their tails. He smelled 
the scent of limes, and lavender. Ah I that was why there was such a 
racket of bees. They were excited—busy, as his heart was busy and 
excited. Drowsy, too, drowsy and drugged on honey and happiness; 
us his heart was drugged and drowsy. Summer—summer—they 
seemed saying; great bees and little bees, and the flies tool* 

“The stable clock struck four; in half an hour she would be here. 
He would have just one tiny nap because he had had so little sleep of 
late; and then he would be fresh for her, fresh for youth and beauty, 
coming towards him across the sunlit lawn—lady in greyl And 
settfing* back in his chair he closed his eyes. Some thistle-down 
came on what little air there was, and pitched on his moustache more 
‘ white than itself. He did not know; but his breathing stirred it, 
caught there. A ray of sunlight struck through and lodged on his 
boot. A bumble-bee alighted and strolled on the crown of his Panama 
hat. And the delicious surge of slumber reached the brain beneath 
that hat, and the head swayed forward and rested on his breast. 
Summer—summer 1 So went the hum. 

“The stable clock struck the quarter past. The dog Balthazar 
stretched and looked up at his master. The thistle-down no longer 
moved. The dog placed his chin over the sunlit foot. It did not stir. 
The dog withdrew his chin, quickly, rose, and leaped on old Jolyon's 
la^, looked in his face^^ whined; then, leaping down, sat on his 
haunches, gazing up. And suddenly he uttered a long, long 
howl. ^ 

* 3 ut the thistle-down was still as death, and the face of hisrold 
master. 

“Summer—summer—summer! The soundless footsteps on the 
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That is the end of old Jolyon’s life, and it is peace. The story was 
written in time of war. 

After the war, while he still wrote novels and plays, he found a 
congenial task which gave him great satisfaction. He became the 
first President of that international society for writers which is 
known as the P.E.N. Club. He became a considerable figure in 
foreign countries, and except for those who regard English gentle¬ 
men as the least of God’s creatures he satisfied all legitimate con¬ 
ceptions of what an English gentleman is. He had that “ingrained 
tenderness of soul, that forbade him from exposing his emotions, 
and recoiled from the revelation of other people’s” (which the 
hero of “The Island Pharisees” also possessed); and he was a 
man “who kept his form and didn’t let life scupper him out of his 
standards.” He was “honest and tolerant, gentle to the weak, and 
not self-seeking.” That is the man’s own definition of gentility; 
and by that definition he filled the role to perfection. He was a great 
success as President of the P.E.N. Club. He was given the Order 
of Merit, which is the greatest official honour that can be paid to 
an English writer (it was never offered to Shaw, Wells, or Bennett). 
And he presented the original MSS. of such parts of the Fors5rte 
Saga as had been preserved to the British Museum, where they will 
be kept in perpetuity. 


V. William Somerset Maugham 


**Ef ego in Arcadia vixi: I too have been a highbrow. ... I could not help noticing 
that a play produced by the Stage Society did not lead to very much. After the two 
performances they gave it and the notices in the press it was as dead as rmittcfn. I felt a 
trifle flat after the production of A Man of Honour. I looked reflectively at the Thames 
and was conscious that I had not set it onire. I badly wanted to write plays that^ould 
be seen not only by a handful of peopl^T wanted money and I wanted fame.”j ^ 

\ W. S. Maugham: Preface to Plays^ Vw. L 

A nybody less like John Galsworthy than Somerset Maugham 
it would be hard to imagine. Both have been novelists and 
dramatists with equal success; both have also written works which, 
were neither novels nor plays (but Maugham, if he has attempted 
verse, has cautiously refrained from tempting the reviewers by 
publishing it); and there the likeness ends. Maugham was born in 
1874, and after attending King’s School, Canterbury, ar^ the 
University of Heidelberg, he studied medicine in London, at St. 
Thomas’s Hospital. He is both a Member of the Royal College 
of Surgeons and a Licentiate of the Royal College of Physicians. 
Bu*he began to write b ooks when he was in his early twen^ s, 
and from 189*;^ onwards he has been a' professional author. Like 
George Moore and Arnold Bennett he lived for some years in 
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P^^and first met Bennett there; the two men were friends until 
Bennett’s death. ‘ / 

Many readers of Maugham’s most famous novel, “Of Human ^ 
Bondage,” must have assumed—for it is usual to make ^^^rts of 
assumptions regarding authors, on the strength of whSt/i^ms toi 
be an autobiographical book—that Maugham, like Philip, suffers 
from a club foot. He does not.ftn fact it is never safe/to believe a 
word an author says,yvhetlier he speaks in the first person singular or 
writes about a young man’s growing pains. Not yword of “Of 
Human Bondage” must be taken literally, for all its deceptive 
directness of statement. Maugham is not Philip; biK I will not deny 
that he seems to me at times to reaembl£, ^shej ><^. He is not a 
very tall man, is very dark, and has small, extrem^y dark brown 
eyes which one immediately notices. He is very slim, and one’s first 
impression is of a small head, a gentle manner of great modesty, 
and a slight hesitation in speech. One then discovers that all his 
remarks are unusually brief. And that when he tells a story it is in so 
few words, and with such point, that there is time in his company 
for a considerable amount and range of conversation. Nor is the 
conversation merely brief; for Maugham is so quick-witted that he* 
stimulates others to similar un-self-conscious brevity, and, whether 
the effect is one of imagination or not I cannot say, one leaves him 
with the sense that everybody—including oneself—has been very 
amusing. This is a rare and highly complimentary talent, and it 
deserves mention in a period—among English writers of any pre¬ 
tensions to intellect—of meagre, highly superior, and discouraging 
talk. 

Re^de^s of Maugham’s books will immediately appreciate the 
brevity which is a part of his method. Not only is he a dramatist the 
speeches 6f wHose ChataCtefS ate fa?ely longer than fifty words 
(he does not rival Noel Coward in snip-snap), but when he writes 
a novel his sentences would seem abrupt if it were not that they 
combine in an unusual degree quickness and continuity. He has thd 
•T^hkssiiess^f perception which goes with clear thinking. As to 
. his literarynSiiliei, lie llkTsaid of himself that 

“In my strenuous youth, in order to learn English, I spent part 
of each day in copying out certain classical writers whose style 
pleased me, reading a little and then trying to write it from memory; 
and in this way I went tl^rough some of Dryden’s essays, much of the 
Ho/y Dying of Jeremy Taylor, and the whole of Swift’s A Tale of a 
Tab, It was tedious, but it enabled me to express my thoughts, such as 
they were, with facility. I hasten to add that there is no partitular 
reason why the dramatist should have a literary training, and besides 
the ease it gives him in writing, an acquaintance with literature is 
perhaps chiefly useful in helping him to avoid the liter^.” 
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In those last words speaks the man who once gambolled upon. 
the heights of Chelsea and Bloomsbury and who either”"slipped (as* 
some would say) or found a path leading to reality. I think he found a 
path. But is it not a strange coincidence that George Moore used 
almost exactly the same tone in his “Conversations in Ebury 
Street”? What Moore, speaking also of plays, said was: 

^ literature is never literaryJAnd the manager is duped by the 
row, and the highbrow iff turn is duped by the disagreeable: 
Else I should drop, he says, into the commonplace.” 

Maugham was fortunate in that he had work to do which did not 
long allow him to be literary. He was a medical student; and “he 
found the work of absorbing interest.” Of the hospital he says: 

iThere was humanity there in the rough, the materials the artist 
worfted on: . . . the directness of contact with men and women gave 
a thrill of power which he had never knownJ He found an endless 
excitement in looking at their faces and hearing them speak; they 
came in each with his peculiarity, some shuffling uncouthly, some with 
a little trip, others with heavy, slow tread, some shyly. Often you 
could guess their trades by the look of them. You learnt in what way 
to put your questions so that they should be understood, you dis¬ 
covered on what subjects nearly all lied, and by what inquiries you 
could extort the truth notwithstanding. You saw the different way 
people took the same things. . . . 

rTo the others men and women were only cases, good if they were 
corn^licated, tiresome if obvious; they heard murmurs and were 
astonished at abnormal livers; an unexpected sound in the lungs gave 
them something to talk abouyBut to Philip there was*much more. 
He found an interest in just looking at them, in the shape of their 
heads and their hands, in the look of their eyes and the length of their 
noses. You saw in that room human nature taken by surprise, and 
often the mask of custom was torn off rudely, showing you the soul 
all raw . . . 

“There was neither good nor bad there. There were just fi^s. 
It was life.” 

These words are taken from “Of Human Bondage,” and may be 
regarded with justification as expressing Maugham’s own experi¬ 
ence. Upon an earlier page of the same book is another significant 
paragraph, which I sh^ also quote becj^usc it throws light tipon a 
manner of approach. 

• 

• “Philip hated Watson, and yet he would have given anything to 
change places with him. The old feeling that he had had at school 
came back tp him, and he tried to throw himself into the other’s skin, 
imaginir^g what life would be if he w<»re Watson.” 
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And finally, this time from ‘‘Ashenden”: 

‘^Ashenden admired goodness, but was not outraged by wicked¬ 
ness. People sometimes thought him heartless because he was more 
often interested in others than attached to them, and even in the 
few to whom he was attached his eyes saw with equal clearness the 
merits and the defects. . . . He was able to pursue his study of the 
Caypors without prejudice and without passion.” 

Those remarks all refer to one who was and is a born novelist and 
dramatist of the non-heroic t5rpe; in fact to a realist. (One cannot 
imagine Maugham writing a romance. Melodrama is possible to 
him; the flippant is often upon the tongues of his character^ But 
besides being vulgar, as Maugham says it is, the life known to all 
except those who dwell in literary selectness is apt—once it leaves 
the humdrum—to be slightly sensational. Melodrama is quite 
proper, therefore, in the work of a realistic writer. Butfcomance calls 
for a different temperament, a love of coloured raimem and displajJ 
It also calls for a little glad self-deceptioni^ow Maughani/^)ula ndf 
possibly deceivehimself with any kind ofg&dne^NvX 

It so happened,^ as I have previously explained, Jhat when he 
began to write tl^re was a vogue for ta les of m ean streets. Gissing 
and George Moore^ere esrabilsSed writers, Barrie HacTgiven fancy 
to ^esperate poverty in the early pages of ‘‘Sentimental Tommy,” 
Arthur Morrison, Israel Zangwill, Pett Ridge, and the Edwia Pugh 
of “Tony Drum” were in one way or another using the very poor 
• as literary material. At work all day in St. Thomases Hospital, and 
living in the South of London, Maugham had learnt as much about 
the life and speech and thoughts of the poor as anybody not born 
among them could do; and he experimented, after he had sold some 
short stories, with a book in this vein called “Liza of Lambeth.” It 
took its place in the fashion, and was thought to be very stark; and 
although it is a rather lifeless book and not quite accurate in Cockney 
vocabulary and phrase its aim is truth and its seriousness perfect. 
IJowever, Maugham did not intend to keep his talent in Lambeth, 
and he was not long in moving farther afield. He had his eyes upon 
the stage, and he was free to dramatize in fiction some aspects of the 
middle-class life in which he had been born. “Mrs. Craddock,” for 
example, was the tale—it might first have been written in three 
acts—of an emotional woman of means who married a stupid 
farmer, cherished him, di^overed his stupidity, and was in due 
time released from bondage by his exceedingly stupid death. Again 
the book was thought very bold (so that Maugham had difficulty in 
getting it published), and it really was interesting and original. But 
it helped to label its author, who was also, very shortly afterwards, 
the author of a gloomy play jailed “A Man of Honour,” as a pessi- 
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mist, a cynic, and a teller of sordid tales. As such, though un- 
popul’ar, he was admired by those who regard themselves 
as the select few. “The highbrow in turn is duped by the 
disagreeable.” 

Maugham was perfectly ready to deal with disagreeable subjects, 
and he has always dealt with them when it pleased him to do so. 
The disagreeable has slightly more tang than the agreeable. But his 
bent was, and is, for comedy, ilaving been serious because he 
wanted to be serious, he became a determined writer of comedies for 
the stag^ Before he was thirty-five he had achieved his object. He 
had three plays running at the same time in London theatres, all of 
them flippant and amoral, all of them salted with witticisms which 
readily occuffeTfoTilRi as he wrote; and he had completely removed' 
the stigma of seriousness, although not that of cynicism. “Ashen- 
den,” wrote Maugham, “had no illusions about himself and such 
success in current letters as had come to him had left his head un¬ 
turned. He distinguished acutely between fame and the notoriety s 
that rewards the author of a successful novel or a popular play; 
and he was indifferent to this except in so far as it was attended 
with tangible benefits.” But the tangible benefits without doubt 
enabled Maugham to fulfil a great ambition; they enabled him to 
travel. 

CHc. travelled. He still travels. Ij e must have been very n(3^rly 
all ov^. the world—to China, to Spain, to Burma, to the South 
Seas, to Canada and the United States^And, true to his conceptions 
of the novelist’s art, he has used his travels as material from w hictf 
t o draw new and ever^^^i^ed tales, a nd he has also enriched the 
l i^rature of traveT with at least one very delightful bqok^entitled 
-^^The Gentlemen in the Parlour.” Wherever he has gone about the 
world, moreover. He has taken his neat figure, his neat mind, hjs 
quick tongue and pen; and if he had written nothing else but “The 
Painted Veil,” which is about China, or “The Moon and Sixpence” 
and “The Trembling of a Leaf,” which are about the South Seas 
(the former being about Gauguin and his life in Tahiti), we shoitld 
have known him as a writer in a thousand who had seen curious 
and unforgettable things with his own eyes. 

Nevertheless, his most ambitious book is that long account of a 
young man’s life, from early childhood to marriage, which is called 
“Of Human Bondage .”1 Home life at BlackstaWe, school Jiife at 
Tercanbury (both namesNo easily decipherable), university life at 
Heidelberg, art study in Paris, hospital training in the South of 
London, hardships, love affairs—all these in chronological order 
follow (with innumerable vignettes of character bearing all the 
marks of verisimilitude) what ^ust have been the outline of 
Maugham\own experiencc.')But{it wpuld not therefore be wise to 
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regard the book as a literal transcript of the author’s lifel^o author, 
not even the most realistic, copies exactlyA ^ 


y 


“I am a little sensitive on the point,” says Maugham in his preface 
to “First Person Singular”, “since I have at one time or another been 
charged with portraying certain persons so exactly that it was im¬ 
possible not to' know them. I have been accused of bad taste. ... I 
think indeed that most novelists, and surely the best, have worked 
from life. But though they have had in mind a particular person this 
is not to say that they have copied him nor that the character they have 
devised is to be taken for a portrait. In the first place they have seen 
him through their own temperament and if they are writers of origi¬ 
nality this means that what they have seen is somewhat^fFerent from 
the fact. They have taken what they wanted of him... ^Nothing is so 
unsafe as to put into a novel a person drawn line byline from lifi^ 
His values are all wrong.” 


That is sufficient. "‘Of Human Bondage” is to be read as fiction, but 
fiction with so clear an air of truth as to be as absorbing as candid 
autobiography. 

It cannot be denied that the autobiographical chronicle novel— 
“David Copperfield” is the great English prototype—had become a 
vo^e by 1915, when “Of Human Bondage” was written. Modern 
readers were well acquainted with “Tono-Bungay,” with “Clay- 
hanger,” with “Sinister Street” and many more which had im¬ 
pressed them in a greater or less degree. But “Of Human Bondage” 
differs from other chronicle nov^ in its pecu^ai^simplicity and in 
the fj^ct that Philip, its hero, iy^epicted without archness, defence, 
and unnecessary explanation. (^e''^mper of the book is neither busy 
nor benign nor romantic; it is as completely unsentimental,, and as 
bold in its bare statements (I refer especially to the dialogue, which 
though that of a dramatist is courageously uncoloured) as a novel 
can be.y 

c Setting aside for a moment all question of the quasi-autobio- 
graphical nature of “Of Human Bondage,” and looking upon it 
solely as an example of realistic fiction, a comparison of die book’s 
manner with that of George Moore’s “A Modern Lover” is most 
interesting. In both books perfect simplicity of statement is aimed 
at. In ^oth books a career is shown as crossed with love affairs. But 
whereas one reads “A Modern Lover” with reluctance, as if one 
were walking over a long stretch of sand with no goal in sight, one 
reads “Of Humto Bondage” as if one ran effortlessly home upon a 
good road. Such lightness and sureness are excessively rare; ^w 
authors can leave well alone; they have not the nerye. In the two 
books the method is fundamentally the same—a narrative without 
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comment, in which but for the most occasional contributory use of 
information outside the hero’s knowledge all attention is con¬ 
centrated upon the central figure;—but Maugham had mastered the 
art of writing both explicitly and suggestively, which Moore had 
not done when he wrote “A Modern Lover,” and as Maugham has 
said; “A natural effect can only be got by an artificial simplicity.” 
Those who suppose that “Of Human Bondage” is a good book by 
chance, or by reason of the intrinsic interest of its material (con¬ 
siderable though it is), underrate self-critical and self-assured literary 
talent of a high order. Of all modern authors, Maugham is the man 
who most nearly says, hardly as it were opening his mouth, pre¬ 
cisely what he means to say. 

As to what he says, which does of course matter a great deal, I 
think it would be true to suggest that he is at his best with the 
personal and the concrete. For the dissemination or even the dis¬ 
cussion of general ideas he has little inclination; in a play or a novel he 
would believe it literary and in fact laboriously clumsy. Nor does he 
as a rule wish to impress, as do thpse who parade learning and 
familiarity with current metaphysics.fit is the object of the realist to 
decipher and record; never to display his own ingenuity. J 

Maugham’s reading, which is wide, has been practical where it 
has been done for any purpose but that of pleasure. He is the least 
academic of men^and without iconoclasm the most independent in 
literary opinion.Qde regards it as the novelist’s business, and the 
playwright’s business, to present a situation and drop the curtain. 
He is not a moralist, and not an apologist. He has coldness, wit, and 
malice. He at once sees what he looks for in a man or an affair 
(as a doctor might do), and abstracts it for his own puvpo^s) And 
since he does not credit the perfectibility of the world or human¬ 
kind, but finds life continuously interesting (if he is bored, he moves 
on), he is the nearest thing to a true realist among those named in 
this chapter. While Moore was maliciously vain in his fundamental 
attitude, and Bennett magnanimous; while Galsworthy was full of 
pity, Maugham, who thinks that sympathy suggests condescension, 
seems to bring to his contemplation of the world the spirit in which 
Philip contemplated the out-patients’ room at St. Luke’s Hospital: 

the whole the impression was neither of tragedy jnor of 
comedy J There was no describing it. If was manifold and various; 
there w€re tears and laughter, happiness and woe; it was tedious and 
interesting and indifferent; it was as you saw it; it was tumultuous and 
passionate; it was grave; it was sad and comic; it was trivial; it was 
simple and complex; joy was there and despair; the love of mothers 
for their children, ana of men for women; lust trailed itself through 
the roomf with leaden feet, punishing the guilty and the innocent. 
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helpless wives and wretched children; drink seized men and women 
and cost its inevitable price; death sighed in these rooms; and the 
beginning of life, filling some poor girl with terror and shame, was 
diagnosed there, frhcre was neither good nor bad there. There were 
just facts. It was'lifc.^ 

To some, an inexplicable conclusion; but to the artist in black 
and white by no means displeasing. 



Chapter Bight 

THE CRITICAL THEATRE 


GRANVILLE-BARKER, ALLAN MONKHOUSE, 

ST. JOHN ERVINE 

i 

vThc advocate for a National Theatre can plead its mere utility, can show that it will 
do what no other theatre is likely to. But he had better take yet higher ground. He must 
plead for the drama as something more than casual entertainment as an art worthy to 
rank with other fine arts, and as having its spiritual functions too.^ 

H. Granville-Barker National Theatre, 

I N writing earlier of Bernard Shaw, I gave a slight sketch of the 
rise of Scandinavian and Teutonic drama in England, and of the 
part played in that rise by Shaw, Archer, and others. And in 
speaking of George Moore’s work I spoke of the journey he took to 
Dublin to lend a hand in the formation of what was called the Irish 
Literary Theatre. Those events occxirred before the end of the 
nineteenth century. It was not until the early years of the twentieth 
century that the New Drama (as it was named) began to drift into 
common consciousness; and when it did so the chief organizer was 
Annie Elizabeth Fredericka Horniman. * 

Miss Horniman was the lady who supplied money for the pro¬ 
duction of “Arms and the Man” at the Avenue Theatre ip 1894. 
Nearly ten years later she acquired the lease of the Abbey Theatre 
in Dublin, rebuilt the theatre, and gave the Irish Nationd Theatre 
Society free use of it. From that time may be dated the true activity 
of Irish folk drama, to which W. B. Yeats, J. M. Synge, and Lady 
Gregory all contributed plays according to their gifts. It was the 
day of the great Irish literary revival, justly celebrated by Ern«6t 
Boyd, Moore, and many subsequent writers. It falls quite outside, 
the scope of the present book. 

In London in 1904 there was established at the Court Theatre 
that “congregation”, as Shaw called it, which gave support to what 
was not so much a Repertory Season as a season of shon^runs, 
mostly of plays by Shaw. The business manager of the experiment 
was J. E. Vedrenne; the producer a young actor named Harley 
Granville Barker. At first the Court was engaged in’ Shakespearean 
proauction, and Barker’s first experiment was with “The Two Gentle¬ 
men of VeronaJ,’; but there were some matinees of “Candida”, and 
from these (Jeveloped the famous Vedrenne-Barker partnership. It 

. . *7J 
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gave nearly a thousand performances of Shaw, Barker, St. John 
Hankin, John Masefield, Euripides, Galsworthy, and other at that 
time non-commercial dramatists. Then in 1907-8 Vedrenne and 
Barker took the Savoy Theatre, which was in the centre of London, 
and the partnership ceased. 

In those same years of 1907-8 Annie Elizabeth Fredericka 
Horniman took it into her head to reform Manchester; and she did 
there what she had already done in Dublin. She acquired the Gaiety 
Theatre, rebuilt it, and established a second Repertory Theatre, thus 
giving a tremendous fillip to Lancashire dramatic writing, which 
accordingly produced a ‘‘school” of its own. Manchester had pre¬ 
viously been famed for its school of political economists (now, alas, 
quite outmoded); and with Miss Homiman’s help it became the 
home of advanced or intellectual drama—the drama of ideas, as it 
was called—as that appeared to dwellers in the Edwardian and early 
Georgian period. The dramatists who made their mark at the 
Gaiety Theatre, Manchester, included Stanley Houghton, Allan 
Monldiouse, Charles McEvoy, J. Sackville Martin and Basil 
Dean. 

In 1910, a little less than three months before King George came 
to the throne, Charles Frohman opened at the Duke of York’s 
Theatre in St, Martin’s Lane, London, a repertory season which 
lasted for seventeen weeks; and in the course of that season a play of 
Pinero’s was revived, and new plays, either long or short, by 
George Meredith, Anthony Hope, Shaw, Galsworthy, Barrie, Barker 
and a new dramatist of lower-middle class or suburban life named 
Elizabeth Baker, were performed. The producers for the season were 
Dion Boucicault, who ordinarily produced for Frohman, and 
Granville Barker. 

In these different seasons may be glimpsed something of the 
dramatic situation as it stood when King George came to the 
throne. Outside them, Hubert Henry Davies and Somerset Maugham 
both entertained lovers of comedy, and Rudolf Besier had already 
scored a success with “Don”; St. John Hankin, a follower of Wilde 
.in what is called artificial comedy (but in Hankin’s case comedy of 
such slightness as to seem too pale for the commercial theatre), was 
dead in 1909. I have written of Shaw, Barrie, and Galsworthy; 
some of the others have not quite held their places in dramatic 
historj’-; others I shall mention again later. Nearly all of them differed 
from such veterans as Pinero and Henry Arthur Jones by reason of 
the fact that they sought their inspiration in the moral and domestic 
problems of unremarkable parents and children, and tried to sqlve 
those problems, or at least to present them, without extravagance. 
Not the best, but the most typical, of such dramatists was Stanley 
Houghton, and the title of hi*s first long play was significant. It was 
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‘^The Younger Generation.” The new note in the novel was rea¬ 
lism; ‘in the play, it was an extremely natural treatment of social 
philosophy. 

In a moment I shall speak a little of the Manchester school, with 
particular reference to Houghton, McEvoy, and Allan Monkhouse; 
but for the present I shall stay in London, where we all thought— 
those of us who were growing up in that time—that we discerned 
the first glory of a new great dramatist. His name was Harley 
Granville-Barker; he was Imown to us as an actor in Shakespeare, 
Shaw and Euripides—^he played with success such parts as John 
Tanner, Marchbanks, Dick Dudgeon, General Burgoyne, Lance in 
"‘The Two Gentlemen of Verona,” and the henchman in “Hippoly- 
tus”;—and he was the producer who first in England managed to 
persuade actors to play naturally as a group. All these facts about him 
aroused expectation; but it was known, too, that he was the focal 
point of a great remonstrance against the dramatic censorship, for a 
play of his, of the most decent and thoughtful kind, had been 
refused an essential licence. And that play, together with two others 
against which nothing had been alleged save that the public would 
not care to see them, was printed in a book with a new conver¬ 
sational kind of stage directions, so that all could read his work in 
comfort. 


ii. Harley Granville-Barker 

‘Thilip ... Finery sits so well on children. And they stmt and make love absurdly* 
... even their quarrelling is in all good faith and innocence. But I don’t see why we men 
and women should not find all happiness ... and beauty, too... in soberer purposes.... 
And I want an art and a culture that shan’t be just a veneer on savagerjs’^ • 

H. Grawille-Barker: Tbe Madras House, 

B arker was born in London in 1877; and at some very early age 
determined to be an actor. What he had done before he went to 
the Court Theatre I do not know (he acted as early as 1895 in a 
play by Alfred Robbins called “Mixed Marriage”); but he madi^a 
good Lance in “The Two Gentlemen of Verona” when he was. 
twenty-six, and there is no doubt that in spite of possessing a voice 
which lacked resonance he would have become a leading actor if he 
had wished solely to act. However, he had too much versatility to 
care for playing only one part in life. He wanted to produce plays 
(for there was something new and good t?€ be done in that direction); 
and he wanted to write plays; and he wanted most eagerly to dis¬ 
cipline and instruct the world. He was an intellectual. He made one 
of his young spokesmen say that he (the spokesman) had married 
his wife becau^ she preferred Bach to Offenbach. Nor did Barker 
sec that this y^as the way to achieve a sterile union. He was too much 
* M 
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in earnest, then, to laugh at himself. How that last act of "‘The 
Madras House” worried him ever after I 

His first play, written when he was only twenty-three, was **Th^^ 
Marrying of Ann Lcete^” which was about a young lady who 
married a gardener. It was written, quite clearly, by one who 
adored the work of George Meredith. It has a charming preciosity; 
a touch of Pierrot and Pierrette; melancholy and tender smiles, 
exquisite speeches. But it moves rapidly; nobody without great 
feeling for the stage could have written it. His second, “The Voysey 
Inheritance,” was written four years later. It was not only in the 
new movement, but must be considered as having done much to 
stir the movement towards a natural drama. Fancy had gone; great 
sobriety had taken its place./An audience was asked to be, not 
amused, but deeply interested in a middle-class family faced with a ^ 
crisis both moral and financial^ 

With the third play, “Wastdf* Barker invited attention to the 
fact that by English social convention any man prominent in affairs 
who is guilty of a disclosed sexual offence must pay for indiscretion 
with disgrace. He had in mind, no doubt, the cases of Parnell and 
Sir Charles Dilke, both of whom were ruined as the result of divorce 
proceedings. Nor did he stop at the theme and at the comment in¬ 
dicated in his title, but supplied our rulers with advice, gratis, upon 
twQ. or three other social questions. At this time, speaking in 
public, he demanded great range for the drama.rNot only in the 
matter of morals, but in the matter of form and contentiHe said that 
• he would like to see a play which was in effect the dranfetization of a 
Blue Book. That shows how far the serious drama had progressed in 
England upder his care. 

Still engrossed in sociology, he wrote for the Frohman repertory 
season a fourth play, “The Madras House,” in which he presented 
many aspects of the woman question. He showed half a dozen 
melancholy spinsters in a family; he showed the young intellectual 
to whom I have referred and his lovely, intelligent, and possibly 
extravagant wife; he showed an elderly man whose view of women 
.was oriental; a young woman who took an original and independent 
view of her own misbehaviour and its consequences; and the whole 
discussion (for the play was a discussion as well as a piece of dramatic 
entertainment) took place in relation to a colossal drapery stores 
knowp as the Madras House. This was the last of Barker’s original 
and full-length plays to he produced. It was/socially, the most 
ambitious of thenA It was for thre^-quarters of ift length engrossing 
in the theatre; aVicfit made one feel that when the author had gr^wn 
to his full stature he would be fit to paint the whole of English life 
as no other modern dramatist could do. Alas, we we^p disappointed. 
Barker’s later plays, although printed, were obscure, wjth scenes of 
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beautiful subtlety but considerable difficulty, and they remained un¬ 
performed; he preferred, so far as stage production is concerned, to 
collaborate wiffi his wife in translations of Martinez Sierra, the 
Quinteros, Schnitzler, Guitry, and Jules Romains. 

He also retired from the production of other men’s plays; and 
all the promise to which we attached so much importance in the 
early days of King George’s reign remained unfulfilled. I do not 
disguise the fact that I think this was a disaster to the living theatre. 
Other men—including Shaw—thought and said the same thing 
when it happened, thereby angering Barker and putting valuable 
friendships in peril. But we must not forget that, outside creative 
work. Barker wrote much practical analysis of the working of a 
National Theatre (to the idea of which he was devoted) and some 
prefaces to the plays of Shakespeare as seen by a great dramatic 
producer and a wise and subtle and ingenious mind which have 
already affected the production of Shakespeare and will do so still 
more in the future. 

But it was a mind bent upon expressing views. To Barker a fact 
was not so much a fact as an instance. He was more didactic than 
Galsworthy, because more hardily an intellectual. Where Gals¬ 
worthy said “Be good, be honourable, be just!” Barker said “Be 
right!” Adversely, one could say he was a purist, which means “a 
prig”; butj&dverseness is always an easy choice for the criticAanad it 
is untrue that Barker was a prig. His plays are fuller of valuaole and 
explicit human insights and knowledges than any other plays of their 
day. Nevertheless, they are also fuller of a determination to talkT 
things out in the interests of civilization. As their author said, 
‘^Neither art nor literature, nor even religion, are alv^ay^ on the 
-heights, nor need they bejjput they need to hav e the heights in view^’ 
.That was his standpoiilfSAnd so while his characters do and say 
I things which are of a natural and amusing and stimulating kind, the 
things thej say are always related to gn extremely high and dis¬ 
satisfied view of life and culture commoner nowadays than it was 
when they were written and never wholly free from pragmatisms 

The plays of Barker are at their best when they permit of free 
exchange between character and opinion, view and counter-view; 
then they are astonishingly full and alert and courageous. But they 
j are at their weakest when the persons of the play attempt to be 
idealistically constructive without altogether committing their 
* creator to the line they take; because every timidity of ridicule 
steps in and constrains the author to anticipatory defence. Impos- 
siWe to say or let them say this or that, for it is open to the same 
kind of destructive logic or laughter (but from a diffeitnt angle) 
which one haspso effectively used upon others. Oh, dearlfone must 
not be too serious I One must guard, oneself against ab^dity by 
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being rather deprecating. . Then, indeed, the persons of the play 
begin to mention their ffense of humour; and—how terrible 1— 
those who become whimsical and speak of their sense of humour are 
much in tlie position of Simple Simon when he was asked to show his 
penny. Seriousness of aim, and a view of the heights, interfere very 
considerably with the creative act, which must be free, unscrupu¬ 
lous, and unconstrained if it is to escape the paralysis of the literary. 

Barker’s work does not quite escape that paralysis. It is as though 
he drank in Meredith with his mother’s milk, turned actor and 
learnt all that there is to be known about stagecraft, and then dis¬ 
covered the Fabian Society, and was sterilized by it. His genius was 
free when he wrote “The Voysey Inheritance”; but in “Waste” and 
“The Madras House” it was struggling with two powerful rivals— 
his intellect and his ethical sense. The Fabian Society had super¬ 
vened. After “The Madras House” he swung back to Meredith, or 
perhaps to Shakespeare; and his drama was again experimental. 
His talent was great; his personality charming and subtly 
dominating (in his younger days he aroused the superstition of 
those who came under his spell, and some of them thought him 
inspired by God); and if he did not do all that was expected of him 
in the regeneration of English drama, it was because he preferred to 
do something that interested him more. 


hi. Allan Monkhouse 

“I want to make it intimate and searching; I want to get at the truth.” 

Prologue to Men and Ghosts, 

' * r 

B arker did not create a school of dramatists. The Abbey Theatre 
did, and the Gaiety Theatre, Manchester, did. The great dramatist 
of the Dublin stage was Synge; but there have been many others 
since Synge who have pictured the life of the Irish peasant, from 
Lady Gregory to Lennox Robinson and Sean O’Casey; and the 
object of 3 ie Irish dramatists has been to create folk drama. With 
Manchester the object was to persuade theatre audiences first that 
the ordinary, the commonplace, the hitherto negligible had its 
dramatic aspects and second that a decided change was in progress 
in both manners and morals, for which something interesting and 
thoughtful might be said. Patrons of the Manchester theatre heard 
that unmarried young wonSen might go their own wayward way, 
that parents were sometimes behind the times, that restlessness and 
revolt were as much in the air in twentieth-century Lancashire as 
diey had been elsewhere in the eighties of the previous century, and 
that even clerks (particularly if they were clerks witli literary ambi¬ 
tions) could be made to challenge the minds and hearts (/those who 
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saw them truthfully presented. The first play to be given by Miss 
Hornitnan in Manchester was about just such a clerk and his 
family, and it was called “David Ballard.” 

The author of “David Ballard” was Charles McEvoy, who never 
repeated the success he had with this play. “David Ballard,” 
imperfect though it is, was an excellent example of what could be 
done with plain material. The central character was a young man 
whose family scorned him because he was a poet; but he won a 
prize of one hundred pounds for a poem in praise of Sunlight Soap, 
and this brought about his emancipation, incidentally also enabling 
Percy, a more admired brother, to repay money which he had 
borrowed from the till of his employers. It was the first realistic 
play of the lower-middle class to be performed on the English 
stage. Its theme was over-simple, but the play had life of its own 
and its dialogue was written by a man who had listened well and 
with both amusement and indignation to the talk of stupid people. 
If its scene was London, and not Manchester, that was because it 
was written before the Manchester school came into being. Its 
influence upon that school was considerable. 

Another influence, and a notable one, was that of TAe Man¬ 
chester Guardian^ the newspaper which has unrivalled prestige wher¬ 
ever the English language is read. The Guardian was owned and 
edited by C. P. Scott; and its chief leader-writer, C. E. Montague, 
was at the same time its chief dramatic critic. 

“When Lindsay wanted a new man on the staff he wrote to som^ 
bigwig at Oxford and asked for a list of the best young men about. 
Brilliant young double-firsts tumbled over one another to get on the 
Herald, but they had to be something better than double-firsT:s to stay 
there. Yes, the pace was hot.... It was one of the jocular traditions of 
the office—and not without some foundation—that George Meredith 
had been refused a job there. He wasn't quite good enough. So the 
young intellectuals would put it to heavy outsiders. They played at 
being prigs. Never was such a set of boys. They were boys even when 
they verged on middle age, and they would write like boys. It c2Rne 
of the inspiration of the great Secretan, who was an article of religion 
in the office, and of a religion unstaled.” 

For the Herald in that quotation from a book by Allan Monkhouse 
called “True Love,” read the Guardian; for “Lindsay” read^“C. P. 
Scott,” and for “Secretan” read “C. E. Montague.” 

The entire staff of the Guardian was literary: that is to say, all 
those who wrote for the paper (it is much the saihe today) repre¬ 
sented what may be described as a state of polished intellectual 
culture. They yrrote with conscious grace; they read with assiduity*; 
their intellectual and aesthetic aims we^e high and rarefied. And they 



182 


THE GEORGIAN LITERARY SCENE 


supported the Gaiety Theatre. They all, or nearly all, wrote plays to 
fill its repertory; and when they did not write such plays they made 
a point of going to see what their comrades had written, and of 
criticizing it as they would have done if they had been still in the 
literary set at Oxford. They made a family, and a happy one. And the 
family had the feeling that its affairs were of supreme importance to 
modern literature.(Such confidence, which alone allows a group to 
tolerate the work of other groups, is uncommon, and today in a 
distracted literary England is non-existentj 

, I have said that Stanley Houghton w^ the most typical of the 
Manchester dramatists; and there can be no doubt that his play, 
‘‘Hindle Wakes,” made more stir in the theatre than any other play 
originating in Manchester. Houghton had been a dramatic critic on 
the Guardian^ though he was not an Oxonian; and if he had lived (he 
died in 1913 at the age of 32) he might have done much to influence 
the course of the modern drama. On the other hand there was in his 
work an element of triteness which causes me to doubt whether he 
was capable of great expansion. I prefer to say only that ‘‘Hindle 
Wakes,” marking a decided advance upon “The Younger Genera¬ 
tion,” set an interesting example to dramatists of the new school. 

Another dramatist whose work has continued into our own day 
deserves to be noted on account of his plays and of his admirable 
an 4 too little read novels. His name was Allan Noble Monkhouse; 
and he was born in 185 8. He was a Durham man, but he emigrated 
early to Manchester, where he entered the cotton trade and pre- 
'sently joined the staff of The Manchester Guardian, That was in¬ 
evitable; for from the first he was a booklover and an enthusiast of 
the rigl\t kjnd for the Guardian office. And his greatest enthusiasm— 
again very proper in a member of the Guardian staff at that time—was 
fpr George Meredith. The hero of “Men and Ghosts” (Monkhouse 
was fond of the first person singular, and used it with ease), in 
describing his boyhood, remarks: 

^ “I remember how we chanced on Meredith long before he was the 
fashion.^e read all that we could find, we tried to get books that 
were out of print and even wrote reproachful, insulting letters to 
publishers for not reprinting thenAFor years, while we disputed among 
ourselves whether he was the grdJtest of novelists or only one among 
the greatest, we never met anybody who had heard of him. Later, his 
poetry was to become a big influence and his Joy of 'Earth became a 
notable qualification of sd'ch fragmentary philosophy as I picked up. 
It is still one^of the great books of the world to me.” 

• 

Enthusiasm for Meredith, whom he later put second to Dickens 
Among the great English novelists, persisted in Monkhouse to the 
end of his life; as did an absorbing love of Shakespeare. But in 
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himself he was a local author, familiar only with the life of Man¬ 
chester and Disley, Cheshire (which figured in his novels as Darley), 
and the world of his novels and plays is comparatively small. It was 
certainly and unashamedly provincial. In ‘‘True Love” as in “Men 
and Ghosts,” “My Daughter Helen,” and “Farewell, Manchester,” 
the note of autobiography, restrained and ironic, gives intimate, 
almost conversational character to reflective treatment of a small 
assembly. 

Having written one novel, “A Deliverance,” before the end of 
the nineteenth century, and a couple more—“Love in a Life” and 
“Dying Fires”—before the accession of King George, Monkhouse 
was soon drawn into the Gaiety Theatre. He contributed to its 
repertory, indeed, the best known of all his plays, “Mary Broome” 
(1911), which was at once recognized as an outstanding addition to 
the new drama. He was not, subsequently, a dramatist alone, but his 
novels were brief and superficially slight in theme (whatever their 
implications), and at all times it was the talk of people, their com¬ 
munication by words of mood and temper, which held his attention. 

“Mary Broome” was a play about a maidservant who had been 
seduced by the son of her employers, an improvident and para¬ 
doxical young literary man, and who, following a forced marriage 
to the futility of which the young man drew attention, and the birth 
and death of her baby, resolved to go to Canada in company yith 
another lover, a milkman. In the first act news of Mary’s indecorum 
reached Leonard’s father through her misappropriation of a photo¬ 
graph of Leonard; in the last act she announced to her father- and* 
mother-in-law with calm and dignity that she had decided to for¬ 
sake her gasbag of a husband for another. Calmness anc^ dignity, in 
fact, were the chief characteristics of Mary Broome; and it is difficult 
to imagine so discreet a young woman yielding to passion or the 
importunities of an egoist. But the author was more concerned with 
the effect upon others of Mary’s conduct than with the consistency 
of Mary herself; and the point of “Mary Broome” to which I direct 
attention is that the young and talkative seducer addressed Jais 
parents in these terms: 

“Leonard: You parents are in a middle stage. Once you’d just 
have been brutal to the girl. I don’t mean you, but parents gener¬ 
ally. Presently we may have more sense. I’m a selfish brute but I’ve 
got some sense. But Fm powerless. {To bis father ): Haven’t fon any 
imagination? It’s all very fine to make a^cene here and put down your 
foot and coerce me into your beastly righteousness^ but think of the 
years to come. Do you see us married? Do you see our married life?” 

That was the vpice of self-conscious thought in 1911. That was the 
critical theafre. “You parents ... I don’t mean you, but parents 
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generally . . . I’m a selfish brute but I’m powerless .. . Your beastly 
righteousness.” Monkhouse, it is true, gave the moral an‘ironic 
twist highly personal to himself by allowing Mary to take the initia¬ 
tive in parting; but the argument was against Puritanism and against 
responsibility, and it revealed the fact Aat the post-Shavian stage in 
England, however quietly, was at last moving towards living com¬ 
mentary upon current morals and manners. 

It was a pity, I think, that in so moving the Manchester dramatists, 
schooled by the Guardian^ paid such fastidious heed to the literary 
tone of their work. But there is more truth than the ironic author 
realizes in this wry report upon Manchester’s reception of Geoffrey 
Arden’s play “Alice Dean” (which can be taken to represent “Mary 
Broome”): 

“People went to see yUice Dearth and it had a certain vogue; as a 
local attempt it was not so bad, though it was understood that these 
Herald people take themselves too seriously, and constitute a sort of 
mutual admiration society. Besides, such plays as Alice Dean, clever 
as they are, miss the broad, human touch.” 

If the broad, human touch as conceived by sentimentalists is legiti¬ 
mately matter for ridicule, absence of breadth may leave plays 
decidedly thin. Max Beerbohm mentions in his essay on Ouida that 
“Aft, in a writer, is not everything. Indeed, it implies a certain 
limitation. If a list of consciously artistic writers were drawn up, 
one would find that most of them were lacking in great force of 
*intell^t or emotion.” What Max Beerbohm says of books is true of 
plays/One can take the line that if a play is very good indeed it will 
be uma^elkgible to a large number of persons-jand this justifies 
play-producing societies, little theatres, and the like. But if one 
prides oneself upon appealing only to the select public, one may 
verge upon the private or family joke; and banality is often achieved 
by work that seeks to be superior. True superiority, I am confident, 
has no need of the applause, carefully modulated, of the few. In the 
casfe of “Mary Broome” there is a constant self-destructive quizzi¬ 
calness and under-emphasis which, if the dialogue were not so 
delicately poised, would stultify the dramatic idea. 

Monkhouse’s chief inspiration was literary. His books are rich 
in references to the Shakespearean tragedies and in quotations from 
the poetry of Meredith. When the people talk to one another, their 
talk mounts quickly to the quasi-Meredithian. One man in “Men and 
Ghosts,” for example, who has seduced a girl, holds in his hand an 
unopened letter from this girl to another. He wishes to open it: • 

“ ‘You must not do it,’ I said. «. 

“ ‘Not gentlemanlike?’ he sneered. ^ 
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‘The thing was too preposterous. One speaks a madman £air and 
Bill* had a streak of insanity. 

“ ‘Let’s argue the point/ he said; ‘it’ll pass the time. Just what we 
needed to forget our weariness.* 

“It didn’t admit of argument but I humoured him by asking him 
to state his case. I was beginning to feel safer; he really had alarmed 
me. ‘My case/ he said, ‘is simply an overwhelming curiosity.’ 

“ ‘That’s no case.’ 

“ ‘I said “overwhelming.” ’ 

“ ‘It doesn’t overwhelm. You’ve got a will.’ 

“ ‘The will sings small before passion.’ 

“ ‘Curiosity isn’t a passion.’ 

“ ‘Then it’s a disease. I’m mastered by a disease.’ 

“ ‘This is a matter of conduct. In discussing it I think we must 
presuppose sanity.’ 

“ ‘What’s logic to a man on fire?’ ” 

You notice that this is all very quick; thought is always quick in 
Monkhouse’s characters, and they speak briefly and in phrase— 
not brokenly and as if they groped for words. All have a flair for 
language. Either they are speaking, or the author himself is brows¬ 
ing among implications, turning them gravely and ironically, 
sometimes analysing,, as in this: 

[“Men l ike me , who are modest enough on the surface and ^uiet 
and^introspective, have our secrecies of insolence and elation. We are 
too wary to brag and strut—and, indeed, we scorn such crudities— 
but we can realize attitude and spectator in ourselves; we can indulge 
secretly an aptitude for showing off.” 1 

. • • 

Elsewhere, Monkhouse causes a hero to recall a friend’s saying that 
“when you want a thing the best plan is to take the simplest means 
of getting it”; and he adds “obvious as this is, it is not realized by 
those who conduct their lives on a complicated system of denials.” 
“A complicated system of denials”: is not that a most illuminating 
phrase? Does it not conjure up a temperament? Applying it to tiie 
author, does not one flashingly comprehend his restraint? Is it not a* 
complicated system of denials, rather than of affirmations, that gives 
his plays and novels their air of fineness, of withdrawal from rough 
and tumble, of reflective treatment of the supposititious? Full as the 
books and plays are, if one once loses the sense of quality they be¬ 
come abstract, as if they dealt with pos^d situations, and as if the 
various misconducts of the errant characters had no greater reality 
thajj hearsay. Have these girls really been seduceS? Is not their 
seduction merely a necessary preliminary to discussion? 

This method is better suited (so far as the reader is concerned) to' 
comedy thaq tragedy; since the fear ©f being extravagant caused 
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Monkhouse to muffle tragedy, and deprecatingly see its smallness in 
a world where individuals are unimportant. Comedy, then, was his 
forte; and perhaps the best of his comedies is the play called “The 
Education of Mr. Surrage,” produced at the Liverpool Repertory 
Theatre in 1912. It is the variation of a favourite theme of the 
author’s—a middle-aged father with up-to-date children who intro¬ 
duce to the paternal home odd people from the unscrupulous world 
of the arts. Mr. Surrage learns through personal contact the charms 
and disadvantages of acquaintance with the amoral; and he accepts 
his education with gusto. Though saved from marriage with one 
who boded no good to his peace of mind, he feels that he is living 
and has previously been dead. When his daughter tells him he has 
been lucky to escape one relenting charmer, Mr. Surrage spiritedly 
remarks: “It seems to me that all depends on what I’ve escaped to.” 
The scene proceeds: 

Rose: Forgive me, father, but it’s an infatuation. Mrs. Staines— 

well, compared with many of the women I know- 

Surrage: Hahl Introduce me to them, then. 

Archie: Really, sir- 

Surrage: I’m opening out to new ideas. 

Rose: But, father, we have an ideal of you that- 

Surrage: Oh, hang the ideal 1 

Rose: Those horrible people would corrupt you. 

Surrage : Not a bit of it. I may do them some good. * 

Archie: Leave well alone, sir, leave well alone. 

’• Surrage: It isn’t well. I’ve been bored to death. This week-end 

has been most exhilarating, and strangely interesting. We must have 
more of them. 

^ « 4 ’ 

. The artists, the literary men, in Monkhouse’s work were usually 
queer fish. Queer fish enchanted him; but only as abnormalities 
flung disconcertingly into a small, intelligent, less unconventional 
group of persons, old or young, to do the things which a local code 
oL honour condemns. They had no scruples—from I^eonard in 
.“Mary Broome” to Marmaduke in “My Daughter Helen” and 
Paul Felice in the play to which he gave his name. They paraded 
their lack of moral sense. They enlisted the author’s sympathy 
without quite conquering ourselves. And they are always presented 
as makers of that quick literary talk of which I have given examples, 
with relish, with success. Granted the author’s “case,” whether it be 
that of the young writer who goes against his will to the War and 
returns sick with horror to dodge the village band and a reception 
which he regards as indecent, or the parlourmaid who is so inno¬ 
cently refined though she is going to have a baby by the young 
master, the treatment is at all^times full of charm, wit, vjsdom, and a 
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sense of those heights which Granville-Barker thinks the dramatist 
should mever forget. If they failed to arouse popular enthusiasm it 
was because they were too “literary,” and because the small, the fine, 
the delicate, while they have their delicious joys for those of like 
mind, do lack robustness, power, and the colour and movement of 
irresistible life. 

iv. St. John Greer Ervine 

fc lO much attention is devoted to these squawkers in contemporary literature. They 
the victims of their environmentAalthough I suspect them of plain self-in¬ 
dulgence, but a man is a poor creature whd^s victimized by any environment, and I am 
not prepared to make a hero of him. ... I am, as my readers will have observed, a very 
humble-minded man, and am always willing to learn from my betters.” 

St, John J^ine, in **The Observer** July iind, 1934. 

N obody could accuse my last typical dramatic writer of being 
too “literary,” for if St. John Ervine has a fault it is that he is, 
in his journalistic writing, too bluff and manly to be endured by 
the fastidious. I doubt whether there is any other writer who 
arouses such repulsion in the delicate-minded. In the same way, I 
doubt whether there is any other writer whose real gifts have been 
so much blanketed by that specious breeziness which is his version 
of what Keats might have called the Shavian or egotistical sublime. 

I should have difficulty in convincing quite a number of pecjple 
that Ervine is a serious and extraordinarily able novelist. And yet 
I am persuaded that this is what he is. I would give all his plays 
(and of course all his dramatic criticism and comment upon current • 
affairs) for his two novels, “Mr. Martin’s Man” and “A Wayward 
Man.” I take pleasure in saying that if these two books had been 
translated from the Icelandic they would have given pleasure to all 
who now regard Ervine as a noisy and offensive blasphemer against 
elegance and the recherche. 

But Ervine is a Belfast Irishman, born in 1883, who for some 
good reason was in 1915 made manager of the Abbey Theatre, 
Dublin. Prior to that he had been a clerk in the London office jDf 
an insurance company, and a member of the Fabian Nursery, and a ^ 
riotous reviewer for A. R. Orage’s weekly review. The New Age. 
He went to the War in 1916, and lost a leg; he was for many years 
the chief dramatic writer on the London weekly newspaper. The 
Observer; an untiring lecturer, a jocular commentator, who trails his 
coat and bangs heads as soon as look at t^em, and—as if incidentally 
—the author of several plays (two of them celebrated and successful 
in the United States, a third one of the most popular ever per¬ 
formed at the Haymarket Theatre, London), and of six novels so 
casually produced over a period of twenty years that they have- 
hardly at all impressed the general critical mind. 
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In person, Ervine is of the middle height, very fair, with a round, 
babyish face and fresh colour, a smile that holds both benignity and 
sarcasm, an extremely friendly manner, and a decidedly Irish accent. 
He is persistently jocular in speech, and he has a fund of highly 
disconcerting information regarding men and affairs which he 
freely imparts. His chief characteristic is shrewdness (I do not 
mean financial shrewdness); and considerably more intellectual 
activity occurs in his head than the simple face would lead a casual 
beholder to expect. If he had been content to stick to Ulster and the 
novel he would have been recognized everywhere as “the Ulster 
novelist.” Instead, he has created turmoil and ferocity in two 
countries by his outspoken theatrical criticisms, and as an original 
writer is grievously underrated. 

Further, his one highly successful play in England, “The First 
Mrs. Fraser,” is by no means the best of his dramatic works, in spite 
of the fact that it enjoyed much popularity on the Continent of 
Europe. His best play is “John Ferguson,” which has an Ulster 
scene; and this tells the not uncommon story of a mortgaged farm, 
the brutality of the mortgagor, his rape of the mortgagee’s daughter, 
and his murder by the mortgagee’s son, followed by an inevitable 
sad parting between the amiable characters as one of them goes to 
render himself to justice. The influence of Synge upon Ervine in 
th^ play was as great as (and no greater than) the influence of 
Synge upon all other contributors to the Irish drama. There is a 
half-wit who spins the plot, and there are some poetical phrases, 
local idioms, and a general air of enduring poverty. But the play has 
its own life, it moves clearly, and it is written with power. 

Some of the other plays, while they show skill and accomplish¬ 
ment, do not rise sufficiently above those qualities to impress them¬ 
selves upon a reader. “The Ship,” sincere though it is in an attempt 
to make tragedy of a young man’s death in the sinking of a ship in 
which he had no mind to sail, lacks resilience; “Mary, Mary, Quite 
Contrary,” which aims at lightness, misses brilliance and is a little 
hgavy; “Jane Clegg,” produced at the Gaiety Theatre, Man¬ 
chester, in 1913, belongs to what I have called the Manchester 
school, deals with poor people, a humbugging commercial traveller 
who embezzles to get his mistress out of the country, and his wife 
who parts with a legacy to save him from disgrace and then parts 
fromJUm to save herself from further contamination; and despite 
slick character sketches dc^s not escape obviousness and repetition. 

It is in two novels, “Mrs. Martin’s Man” and “The Wayward 
Man,” that Ertine’s talent reaches its most natural expression, i^oth 
are narratives, the former the simple tale of a long-suffering woman 
•shopkeeper in what I understand is Donaghadce, t|je latter the tale 
of a wandering son of ju^t such another woman, l^s. Martin, 
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marrying a sailor, has two children by him, guesses that he is un¬ 
faithful ‘to her with her own sister, and at last, when she is deserted 
(for her husband clears out for America with the least humane of 
motives), she opens a shop and deals successfully in hardware. 
When her husband returns home again his children are grown up, 
and the situation as it then stands between all the members of the 
family provides material for the tale. It is original, beautiful, and 
deeply interesting. “The Wayward Man,” also highly original, has 
something of the same quality. In that book, however, interest 
settles upon a boy who runs away to sea and spends some time in 
America before he turns to Ireland and marries. Here, as in “Mrs. 
Martin’s Man,” there is nothing of the conventional novel, but a 
clear narrative of which the impression throughout is complete 
authenticity. I do not regard Ervine’s other novels as equal to these 
two books; but these two books seem to me to be so excellent that 
I am prepared to rank their author very high indeed, on the strength 
of them, among modern writers. 

It may be said that I have strayed from “the critical theatre,” 
and that is quite true. So have Granville-Barker, Allan Monkhouse, 
and St. John Ervine. The critical theatre, to be quite tru^ul, had 
not and has not the seeds of eternal literary life in it.tA critical 
attitude, and a sel^onscious attitude, does not and cannot develop 
creative literaturejP^^eed criticism; but we need it as a corrective, 
not as an inspiratiral.phat is why, bad and vulgar as popular litera¬ 
ture may be, it has ^ritality denied to the writings of those who 
know only too well the weakness of the instrument Shaw could 
criticize and create; but Shaw is Sha^^an exuberant force who will 
always risk folly for the sake of fun. jf here is no other contributor 
to the critical theatre who has not paralysed himself or petered ouf 
through fear of his own judgment, 
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E. V. LUCAS, EDWARD GARNETT, FORD MADOX HUEFFER, 
MAX BEERBOHM, C. E. MONTAGUE, KATHERINE MANSFIELD 
AND MIDDLETON MURRY 

i 

T he author of a recently published manual for young writers 
states that “there is scarcely any necessity to read as models 
any writer farther back than Stevenson and Gissing”; and a 
young friend of mine who told the English Literature Master of a 
large school for boys that he had with pleasure been reading “Tom 
Jones” received the reply: “Who or what is Tom Jones?” These 
two comments are both highly significant of the critical change 
occurring in the last twenty-five years; for when King George came 
to the throne nothing written after 1850 was in any sense “literature,” 
and in 1910 progressive authors raged in vain against some academic 
veterans whom they styled “mandarins.” It was the mandarins, one 
understood, who then fixed the limits of “literature,” and-dropped a 
curtain between the great and good and the merely current. 

If I am asked to name the mandarins, I cannot do so. I assume 
that they were the more stuffy professors of English literature 
througjiovt the British Isles. Generations familiar with Arthur 
Quiller-Couch as a professor will hardly believe that his Cambridge 
appointment caused at the time profound academic disquiet. He 
had written novels. He was suspect. Fortunately he had read widely, 
and he had a way with undergraduates. Hence his success. But I 
doubt whether even Quiller-Couch ventured to advance the canon 
by many years. Shall we say as far as 1894? Nowadays everything is 
altered. The mandarins are all “modn.” 

There were one or two mandarinic personages at whom no 
brickbats were aimed by original writers. They were growing 
elderly, and of course they grew more elderly and in the fullness of 
timerdied; but while they lived they were tolerated. The men I 
have in mind were Georgt Saintsbury, Edmund Gosse, and William 
Robertson Nicoll. To them might be added Thomas Seccombe, 
genial lecturer and journalist and historian. All four were practising 
men of letters. Saintsbury was generally understood to have read 
everything ever written; and when he wrote a History of the French 
Novel he gave a great deal of space to Paul de Kock, a^fact which in 

*90 , . 
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any less professorial writer would have been censured but which, 
in the case of Saintsbury, who was much loved, aroused delighted 
murmurs. He also contributed prefaces which are the besLthings of 
their kind to forty translated volumes of Balzac’s novels/He was a 
slovenly and eccentric writer, but an interesting and numanely 
learned man^ 

Gosse—^fnlloried at the beginning of the twentieth century by 
Churton Collins for writing about eighteenth-century literature 
without taking the trouble to read the whole of it, and by Duncan 
Tovey for reprinting a corrupt text of Gray’s letters while boasting 
that he had collated every word with the originals, pilloried in 1934 
by Carter and Pollard for accepting as genuine several glaring 
modern literary forgeries, and in fact ridiculed or lambasted by 
almost all who have seriously tilled the ground he lightly scratched 
—contributed much to English knowledge of French and Scandi¬ 
navian literature and wrote a book about his father which, when it 
was published in 1907, caused every scholarly sin to be forgiven him 
by the non-pedantic. To the end of his life he gossiped in print 
about books, and hobnobbed with writers, old and young. He had in 
his temperament both malice and vanity, and perhaps was a snob 
(which means that he preferred the literary ton^ and liked to stand well 
with the fashion); but he had taste, a pen, and a tender feeling for 
letters. 

Robertson Nicoll was a very different man from either of these. 
He edited the great English nonconformist newspaper The British 
Weekly^ for which he wrote under more than one pseudonym, and * 
his activities were without end. He was a little Scotsman with a 
sighing voice, weary eyes, and a straggUng moustache, ^d he 
would often muse, stroking his chin with a wavery hand, preparing 
gentle retorts which stung more the longer they were recollected. 
He figures in Wells’s ‘‘Boon” as Dr. Tomlinson Keyhole, from 
which name one may gather that he also was something of a gossip. 
In fact he knew all the literary gossip ever told (or not told), and 
forgot nothing. Nor did Nicoll deal exclusively in gossip; for kis 
interest in gossip was but a section of his interest in all human, 
affairs. He had a keen eye for authors. It was he who sighted Barrie 
from afar and arranged the book publication of “Auld Licht 
Idylls”; it was he who persuaded Heinemann to reconsider and 
eventually to publish Maugham’s “Mrs. Craddock,” hithe^o re¬ 
jected; it was he who knew at once which young novelist would 
move towards fame and fortune (although he was keen to detect a 
faul^, and in answer to a question he quietly saicf after meeting 
Hugh Walpole: “How cooooldhs, be ainy goood? He knows naaaath- 
ing about saixl”); and it was he whose first editorial mistake—the 
commissioniijg of a series of highly critical articles on Lloyd George 
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which he could not have published without alienating a powerful 
friend—killed him. 

Since I have mentioned Nicoll, who among other professional 
activities was a publishers^ reader on a very large, indeed colossal, 
scale, I think I should name here two men whose chief activity in 
the panorama of Georgian literature was of great but anonymous 
importance. They are E. V. Lucas and Edward Garnett. Everybody 
of course knows Lucas for his own writing—his humorously senti¬ 
mental novels, his essays short or long, his anthologies, and his 
editorship of the works of Lamb, for these gave him unique celeb¬ 
rity ;—not so many are familiar with the plays of Garnett, or his 
book of satires, “Papa’s War,” or his Conrad-prefaced study of 
Turgenev. And yet Lucas and Garnett, as publishers’ readers, did 
more to encourage the growth of modern literature than any other 
men of their day. It was their business to find quality almost before 
it was evident, and certainly before it was mature. They were well- 
nigh unerring in the perception of merit, and between them they 
recognized and supported more of those afterwards noted in the 
book world than any other men whatever. Such^ork needs insight 
of a high order, as well as disinterested activity; just as it needs 
courage to risk a decision upon one’s own judgment, and to go on 
risking it after a thousand discouragements^^ne imagines Lucas 
an^ Garnett as never discouraged; they wer^n their work for half 
a century; they were no ordinary men. 


ii. Edward Verrall Lucas 

y ^ 

‘*On the surface he might be mistaken for a mere cricket enthusiast. Dig down, and 
you will come, with not too much difficulty, to the simple man of letters. Dig further, 
atnd, with somewhat more difficulty, you will come to an agreeably ironic critic of 
human foibles. Try to dig still further, and you will probably encounter rock.” 

Arnold Bennett: Books and Persons, 

W ELL, if you were to study the subject of anthologies you would 
without any doubt at all find that the best known of all modem 
anthologies is one called “The Open Road,” published in 1899, and 
edited by E. V. Lucas. Lucas was born about 1866; and by 1899 he 
had mastered the greater part of English light literature. He loved 
walkijig, and he loved dogs; he had urbanity, ruthlessness of 
observation (as witness his unsurpassed account of a visit to Swin¬ 
burne and Watts-Dunton towards the end of Swinburne’s life), and 
taste. In a deep voice, hardly moving his lips, and certainly using 
little gesticulation, he quietly and not expansively talked with the 

t rim wit of a rich and implacable mind. What he csaid was worth 
eating. 



LITERARY MEN 


193 


His essays were among the most agreeable of their age. So were 
his historical and topographical works; for he was a traveller in cities 
and picture galleries as well as among books and men, and he 
recorded his every journey with the same slightly bitter benignity, 
and a charm which was never merely honeyed. His novels, while 
based upon ingenious ideas, and full of whimsy and information, 
were deficient in the continuity arising from persistent imaginative 
travail. Lucas had a great appetite for the curious, the human, and 
xh.Q ridiculous. If he were offered a story, an incident, or an absurdity, 
his mind instantly shaped it with wit and form. He read a character 
with wisdom, and gravely turned it to fun. He versified a fancy, or 
concentrated in an anecdote or instance all that a vaguer mind might 
stagger for an hour to express. But his was the mind of a critic and 
a commentator; and the hideous sustained labour of the ambitious 
novelist was impossible to him. 

It would have involved digging below that rock to which Arnold 
Bennett referred; it would have involved for Lucas the excavation of 
harshness and passion. This was so because he was not a writer to 
whom the levels are final depths, and if once he had been determined 
to go deep he would have gone deep. In his thoughts he had no 
superficiality; but his essays and fictions were written with.his fancy 
and his playful mind, and it is only at times, as in the Swinburne 
sketch, that one glimpses a judgment to which the facile enthuskb^ms 
of his fellow-creatures are as the idle bowlings of tomcats on urban 
rooftops. 

He is recognked as the pre-eminent editor of Charles Lamb’s 
works and biographer of Lamb. No edition approaches his in com¬ 
pleteness and fullness of annotation. It is a monument to iifelong 
sympathy and devoted research. As for his personally unobtrusive 
work as a publishers’ reader, it was second only in serious value 
to that of Edward Garnect. 


iii. Edward Garnett 


‘Come and dine with me. Truth,* begged Justice, and his stern eyes shone with 
th^^dying passion he ever cherished to make her his own... .‘£ome with me. Truth 1 
Your eyes are the loveliest thing to me in the wide universe.* ** J 

Bdward/f^mtt: Papa's If^ar, 


E dward Garnett was less well know‘h to the public as a book¬ 
man than Lucas. His plays, one of which deals witji Joan of Arc, 
were* published in book form, and single performances may have 
been given of them; but the chief bulk of his published writing was 
in the form of cJiticism, and in the way of reports to publishers he 
was among the most prolific of men. Housed, long ago, to write for 
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an old weekly called Tie Speaker^ which was merged in The Nation 
(now in turn merged in The New Statesman ); and his articles forever 
drew attention to new work by English and Continental novelists 
who otherwise might have whistled for praise. As a very young 
reader for Fisher Unwin (he was born in 1868) he was the first to 
discern Conrad’s future greatness in the book submitted in 1894. He 
was the friend and encourager of W. H. Hudson and John Gals¬ 
worthy. To him we owe the abridgment of Doughty’s “Arabia 
Deserta” and a valuable selection from Cunninghame Graham’s 
work. His encouraging connection with struggling younger writers, 
Lawrence and others, is well known. But hardly a man or woman 
writing novels of serious intention in the period covered by this 
book failed to receive from Garnett essential praise and critical 
support. 

Nor is this all, for his wife, Constance Garnett, was the translator 
into English of Turgenev, Dostoevsky, Tchehov, and some of 
Tolstoy. She was not the first translator to bring single works by these 
four authors to the notice of English readers; but she was the first to 
make complete translations, and therefore the first to fix them for 
ever in English minds as individuals. One could not exaggerate the 
impression made upon yoimg readers in 1912 by the appearance of 
“ITie Brothers Karama2ov.” Nor could one exaggerate the in- 
flutnce of that translation of the Tales of Tchehov by Constance 
Garnett which by the active effort of her husband began in 1916. 
The Turgenev was an older debt owed to the Garnetts, and I think 
it is true that for Edward Garnett Turgenev remained the ideal 
novelist. For the glorious but occasionally shoddy thrillingness of 
Ddstoevsky he had no enthusiasm. He deprecatingly thought 
Dostoevsky “a sort of Russian Dickens”. Nevertheless, there the 
Dostoevsky translation stands; and it is no part of my present task 
to distinguish between the rival virtues of Russian authors. 

Opinions as to the positive merits of Constance Garnett’s trans¬ 
lations differ. I have been told by those who write and speak 
R'dssian that they are deficient in exactitude; having at one time 
made a careful comparison between Ralston’s “Lisa,” Constance 
Garnett’s “A House of Gentlefolk,” and Davis’s “A Nest of Heredi¬ 
tary Legislators” (all of them versions of the same book by 
Turgenev), I believe the Garnett translations to be, so far as the 
geneiul character of the work is concerned, as accurate and as fine as 
translations from so diffitult a language as Russian can be, but 
slightly lacking—more particularly in the dialogue—^in what I shall 
call exquisiteness of rendering. I have not compared her translations 
of Tolstoy with those of Aylmer Maude; and I think that Long’s 
two volumes of Tchehov, published before Cofistance Garnett 
began her work, have occasional superiorities. Nobady, however. 
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conferred so substantial a benefit, and one of such consistent faithful¬ 
ness, upon English readers of Russian fiction as she. 

If I were to demur to that standpoint as to fiction indicated by 
Edward Garnett’s preference of Turgenev to Dostoevsky, I should 
say that he loved the tidy, the restrained, and the inexplicit. Formal 
neatness was more to him than exuberance, though the exuberant 
might be work of genius. He was incorrigibly serious, as a member 
of the intellectual Left must be; his taste was fine; and he was the 
only critic of quality and standing known to me who throughout 
his life made the novel as a form of art his particular theme and his 
particular care. 


iv. Ford Madox Hueffer 

I CALL him Ford Madox Hueffer because that is the name he bore 
in the days of The English Review, He later changed his name to 
Ford Madox Ford; and under that name continued to publish his 
oddly uneven work in considerable quantity and to give rise in the 
literary world to innumerable rumours. It was the word ‘‘taste” 
which introduced memory of him to my mind; for Hueffer is to me 
one of the enigmas of current literature.fHe had great'talent, and 
much taste, to which he added considerable coarseness of spirit^and 
a carelessness of s^tement which constantly spoil a reader’s enjoy¬ 
ment of his work jHe wrote remarkable poetry, some historical 
romances which jest miss being extraordinary, many novels on 
modern themes and situations which surpass the reach of most living 
authors and achieve the coldness of the mortuary, critjjcism which 
for a paragraph here and there seems like revealed truth and drifts 
off into perversity, and memoirs of his own life and the lives of 
others which exult—perhaps defiantly—in his own unpleasantness. 

He collaborated with Conrad, and taught him valuable lessons 
in the art of expressing himself in English. He was editor of the most 
interesting periodical of the pre-Georgian period I have described. 
The English Review^ in which were published (besides that bizarre 
relic, a poem by Arnold Bennett) specimens of the work of almost 
all the established and arriving writers to 1908-11 (The English 
Review continued its work und^ another editor after the first glad 
Huefferian dawn), and in whidmving literature for the first^me in 
English history was treated as <pite important anTquite exoting— 
much more important, and much more exciting than students of 
English literature could imagine, and even morfe exciting than 
the contests of politicians or sportsmen.j Before he died he 
produced imnnense and highly original ^rks on literary his^ 
tory. And of his novels such books ^ “The Fifth Queen”, “The 
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Good Soldier” and “Some Do Not” should be familiar to every 
investigator of what has been written in this century. “The Critical 
Attitude” as to about one-third is a stimulating and valuable work. 
“The March of Literature,” a monster survey intended, I fancy, as 
a best-seller for the American public, contains much that is original 
and suggestive. And yet the total effect created by Hueffer during 
his lifetime was less than the total effect created by men of insignifi¬ 
cant talent. I do not know why this should be. Perhaps it was 
owing to his deficiency in imagination and good taste (as opposed 
to aesthetic taste), to some aversion for the hackwork of revision 
and proof-correction, to versatility; and to lack of character. 

In person, Hueffer was a large, rather unwieldy fair man whose 
mouth, like Coleridge’s, was always open, and whose speech recalled 
Carlyle’s description of Coleridge’s speech. He told lengthy and 
delightful stories with absorption and skill; he was a rich and 
stimulating talker, with a considerable sense of his audience; he 
improvised to admiration, and was lyrical at a moment’s notice. But 
for me he remains both in himself and in his writings an unsolved 
puzzle. I must not forget to mention that when he wishes to do so 
he writes with eloquence and beauty. 


c V. Charles Edward Montague 

“But Dick had fadsfOne was for a kind of writing; not the right kind; not saying 
.what he had to say, ana that’s the end of it, but a plaguey, itchy fussing over some 
phrase, planing it down or bevelling it off, inlaying it with picked words of a queer far¬ 
fetched aptness, making it clang with whole pomps of proper names, that boomed into 
their places, like drums and cymbals in symphonies, or twinkle and tingle, shot with 
ironies, oY'risd'and fall like a voice that means more ^ the tone than the words.’A 

C. E. Montague: A Hind Let Loise, 

O NE of the men who was introduced to the notice of a different 
—not a wider—audience by The English Keview was Charles 
Edward Montague, who wrote for it an essay upon “the wholesome 
theatre.” But Montague was by no means new to the world in 1910, 
.for he was born in 1867, and for some years had been that perpetual 
boy on the staff of The Manchester Guardian as to whom I used earlier 
a reference of Monkhouse’s. He was chief leader-writer to the paper; 
and as long as he wrote leading articles leading articles were dishes 
for literary epicures. Such epicures, I think, had to lean more to 
Latin feasts than to those of a purer classicism; but they had a daily 
edification. They still receive similar feasts from other hands, especially 
when they react of cricket and music; but it was Montague wh^ set 
the example and created the style. His delight being in the theatre, 
he also attended many a Manchester first night in thr. spirit in which 
genial spinsters attend weddings—^from a love of a gocjd institution. 
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and the sight of happiness in others. ‘‘A man, says Tennyson, 
‘imputes himself.’ If he be decent he readily thinks other people 
are decent.” That was an article of the Montague faith. He loved the 
stage, and especially the stage of the Elizabethans, in which he was 
word-perfect. 

In 1910 he wrote his first novel; and that, curiously enough, 
was about a leader-writer. But Fay, in “A Hind Let Loose,” was 
no Montague; he was a comic character, a man who wrote one 
leading article for the Liberal newspaper in a city called Halland 
(which in its pride much resembles Manchester), and another for the 
Conservative rival newspaper in the same city. In his double role 
he scourged and counter-scourged himself nightly. However, he 
was found out; and both his employers discharged him, only to 
find that their own substitutional efforts were thought as dull as 
tracts by every reader. So both surreptitiously returned to the rascal 
and pleaded for liis sole service in future, which (to both, for a con¬ 
sideration) he promised; while a third employer, another rival and a 
new one, was added to the first two, and Fay’s earnings were much 
increased by the entire transaction. Great fun, literary fun, but fun 
of richness and spirit throughout, and the author’s fluency never at 
a loss. No doubt, like Dick in the quotation, he polished; but the 
art of polishing is to give a finer glow, and this art Montague had 
mastered early. One reads “A Hind Let Loose” as if it were* the 
easiest of improvizations, although the minor portraits are as 
finished as that of Fay himself. There is the Meredithian air of 
comedy; sometimes a Meredithian ellipsis; but when verisimilitude 
is needed it is unobtrusively supplied, and the book is not solely a 
farce. • • 

Montague followed this with another—“The Morning’s War” 
—perhaps a rewriting of something said earlier, and certainly 
less striking than “A Hind Let Loose”; and what he would nor¬ 
mally have done next I do not know. But the First World War came, 
and in spite of the fact that he was forty-seven (he was said to be 
white-haired, but that sounds like a story), he boldly and enthu¬ 
siastically enlisted as a private soldier. “The early volunteer in his* 
blindness imagined that there was between all Englishmen then 
that oneness of faith, love, and courage.” 

“Here were hundreds of thousands of quite commonplace persons 
rendered, by comradeship in an enthuiiasm, sdf-denying, cheerful, 
unexacting, sanely exalted, substantially good.jrTo get the more fit 
to be quickly used men would give up g^en tne lime darling vices 
'^hich are nearest to many simple heartslMen who had entertained 
an almost reasoned passion for whiskyj^en who in civil life had 
messed up caleers for it and left all and followed it, would cut off their 
whisky left it should spoil their mardiinglLittle white, prim clerks 
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from Putney—men whose souls were saturated with the consciousness 
of class—^would abdicate freely and wholeheartedly their sense of the 
wide, unplumbed estranging seas tl^t ought to roar between them¬ 
selves and Covent Garden porters, f^ny men who had never been 
da ngerous r ivals to St. Amho^ kept an unwonted hold bn tnem- 
'SeTv^s durmg‘mbhthrwh£n"h\^ of reputable women and girls 
round every canm^eemed to have been suddenly smittenxwith a 
Bacchantic frenzyjReal, constitutional lazy fellows would Buy little 
cram-books of drmbut of their pay and sweat them up at night so as 
to get on the faster. Men warned for a guard next day would agree 
among themselves to get up an hour before the pre-dawn winter 
Reveille to practise among themselves the beautiful symbolic ritual 
of mounting guard in the hope of approaching the far-off, longed-for 
ideal of smartness^he passport to France. . . . How could they not 
have the illusion that the whole nation’s sense of comradeship went 
as far as their own?” 


Montague, one of these eager ones, was duly sent to the Front, 
and after a time it dawned upon those under whose command 
he was that this was no common soldier, and perhaps that he was 
less of a youth than he pretended. So they gave him some sort 
of rank, and he had then the task of showing distinguished literary 
visitors here and there (some of them must have been war corres¬ 
pondents, for Tomlinson was among those whose company he 
kept) about the battle zone. As he did this, he would say‘T think 
we can just cut across here; it saves a mile; the Germans have all 
•got their heads down; it will be all right.” And with that he would 
lead the way across the open, while the visitor (it was Wells who 
vividly des^cribed such a scene to me) scampered after with his 
heart inlfiis’boots. 


But the mood of ecstasy in which Montague went to the War 
did not survive his experience of the War. As soon as the fighting 
was done, and he was home again, he began to write fragmentary 


articles for Tie Manchester Guardian about his experiences and his 
vi^s of war; and these were so much his own that he was urged to 
make a book of such material, which he did. And it was called 
r‘Disenchantment”, a proper tide for such a work; the work itself 
expressing the feelings of all that part of a generation whose thought 
could expand to comprehensiveness^ 


**In their vices as well as their virtues the English preserve a dis¬ 
tinguished moderation. They do not utterly shrink from jobbery, for 
example; they do from a job that is flagrant or gross. They give 
judgeships as prizes for party support, but not to the utterly briefless, 
the dullard who knows no more law than necessity/Building con¬ 
tractors, when in the course of their rise they become tewn councillors, 
do not give bribes right and left: their businesses thrive without thau 
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An Irishman running a Tammany in the States cannot thus hold him¬ 
self'in: the humorous side of corruption charms him too much; he 
wants to let the grand farce of roguery rip for all it is worth. But the 
English private’s pet dictum, ‘There’s reason in everything,’ rules the 
jobber, the profiteer, the shirker and placeman of Albion as firmly 
as it controls the imagination of her Wordsworths and the political 
idealism of her Cromwells and PittsrLike her native cockroaches and 
bugs, whose moderate stature excircs the admiration and envy of 
human dwellers among the corresponding fauna of the tropics, the 
caterpillars of her commonwealth preserve the golden mean.’\ 


That is bitter, as well as true and amusing and eloquent; but 
Montague’s was the first pen to tell England what returning idealists 
thought of the land for whose continued freedom they had struggled 
with the horrors of war. As they did, he saw and felt and thought 
so deeply that his mind at last was sunk in a mood of restless mekn- 
choly. He was not disillusioned with life, but with the post-war 
world: 


|l|^Of course, life itself is all right. It never grows dull. All dullness 
is in the mind; it comes out thence and diffuses itself over everything 
round the dull person, and then he terms eve^thing dull, and thinks 
himself the victim of the impact of dull thingA In stupid rich people, 
in boys and girls deadeningly taught at dead4live schools, in alljdis- 
appoii\ted weaklings and in declining nations, this loss of power to 
shed anything but dullness upon what one sees and hears is common 
enough. Second-rate academic people, Victorian official art, the. 
French Second Empire drama, late Latin literature exhibit its ravages 
well. In healthy children, in men and women of high mental vitality, 
in places where any of the radio-activity of gifted teaching breaks out 
for a while, and in swiftly and worthily rising nations the mind is 
easily delighted and absorbed by aln^t any atom of ordinary ex¬ 
perience and its relation to the rest.tohe wonder and beauty and 
humour of life go on just the same as everWhether Spain or Holland or 
Italy feel them or miss them.” / 


And so, when Montague had written this book, and eased his. 
mind of the thoughts which buzzed there, he settled down to do 
the work he had always wished to do. He left the Guardian; he 
went to live at Oxford, near his old University; he began another 
novel; he published a volume of short stories called “Fiery Particles”. 
And then, unexpectedly, he died. The gneater works he had planned 
remained unwritten. ^We are to content ourselves with what is 
already in print.^ ^ * 

That these panned masterpieces would indeed have been great 
works I now ,/hink improbable. Excellent and amusing as “A- 
Hind Let Loose” was, it was not thp work of one who would 
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trouble to learn the technique of novel-writing and write as freshly 
of men outside the world of the press. “The Morning's War” 
confirms that view. “Fiery Particles”, though some of the stories 
are in their way magnificent, does not contradict it. Montague, in 
my opinion, was a brilliant writer rather than a creative writer. 
He had astonishing command of language, so that if he wrote an 
article or a review it was never a commonplace. His fiction was 
always full of the movement of life as well as the swiftness of his 
style. But he was not a young man; his models were of a former 
day; he was in love with literature. That is why I have included 
him in this chapter on literary men, and not in another chapter 
dealing with novelists of later date. 


vi. Max Beerbohm 

^ “WcUl For my own part, I am a dilettante, a petit mattre, I love best in literature 
delicate and elaborate ingenuities of form and style. But my preference does not keep 
me from paying due homage to Titanic force, and delighting, now and again, in its 

manifestation.’*7 

Max Beerbohm: More, 

F rom this early confession it would be easy to conceive Max 
Beerbohm as a literMj d^dy; and so, in a sense, he is. He was 
always elegant. BornTti iSyz, he was just old enough to contribute 
to Tie Yellow Book. But he was still up at Oxford in 1893, and 
was incapable of ever growing old. Also, in spite of elegance, 
"he ha§_not the mental characteristics of a dilettante. He is very 
sincere. ”He is very wise. He has both wit and humour (a rare 
conjunGtion). He has style, taste, the power to sympathize while 
laughing, a penetrating critical gift; and in verbal interchange his 
attention is so quick that he will take any reference (however 
remote) and respond to it as soon as it is made. But he will not 
sacrifice the topic to the /wA He could do so; he 3 oes not do so. 
That means iiiat he is a conversationalist, and not a talker. These 
trilts are so rare in one person as to confer distinction, frhe man 
•who is ^witty as Max Beerbohm usually wishes to shine alone; 
the man who is as klfld bftiifl liuy iW elegance; the man who is as 
critical has no enjoymentXI wonder nobody has ever thought 
Max Beerbohm duU. ^ 

AK are familiar with his later portraits, those of the polished 
nobleman with heavy-Udfled eyes and a moustache acute as a 
wren's tail, dejnure lips and an expression of debonair calm/The 
portraits do not lie; the man is superficially recognizable ntom 
them^e is as quiet and as sad as they make him appear. Bn /no 
portriut quite suggests the natural sweetness of kis mannerj for 
which we must go to his* printed writings. Here, f.ot example. 
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is a picture of himself in youth, appearing in the early pages of 
“Enoch Soames”. Ostensibly it presents the reader to William 
Rothenstein; but there is more in the art of writing than the osten¬ 
sible. Says Beerbohm: 

“In the Summer Term of *93, a bolt from the blue flashed down on 
Oxford. It drove deep, it hurtlingly embedded itself in the soil. Dons 
and undergraduates stood around, rather pale, discussing nothing but 
it. Whence came it, this meteorite? From Paris? Its name? Will 
Rothenstein. Its aim? To do a series of twenty-four portraits in 
lithograph. These were to be published from the Bodley Head, 
London. The matter was urgent. Already the Warden of A, and the 
Master of B, and the Regius Professor of C, had meekly 'sat'. Digni¬ 
fied and doddering old men, who had never consented to sit to any 
one, could not withstand this dynamic little stranger. He did not sue: 
he invited; he did not invite: he commanded. He was twenty-one 
years old. He wore spectacles that flashed more than any other pair 
ever seen. He was a wit. He was brimful of ideas. He knew Whistler. 
He knew Edmond de Goncourt. He knew every one in Paris. He 
knew them all by heart. He was Paris in Oxford. It was whispered 
that, so soon as he had polished off his section of dons, he was going 
to include a few undergraduates. It was a proud day for me when I—I 
was included. I liked Rothenstein not less than I feared him; and there 
arose between us a friendship that has grown ever warmer, and been 
more and more valued by me, with every passing year. • 

“At the end of Term he settled in—or rather, meteoritically into— 
London. It was to him I owed my first knowledge of that forever 
enchanting little world-in-itself, Chelsea, and my first acquaintance 
with Walter Sickert and other august elders who dwelt there. It was 
Rothenstein that took me to see, in Cambridge Street, Pimlico, a 
young man whose drawings were already famous among Ihe few— 
Aubrey Beardsley, by name. With Rothenstein I paid my first visit to 
the Bodley Head. By him I was inducted into another haunt'of 
intellect and daring, the domino room of the Caf6 Royal. 

“There, on that October evening—there, in that exuberant vista 
of gilding and crimson velvet set amidst all those opposing mirrors 
and upholding caryatids, with fumes of tobacco ever rising tc^ the 
painted and pagan ceiling, and with the hum of presumably cynical 
conversation broken into so sharply now and again by the clatter of 
dominoes shuffled on marble tables, I drew a deep breath, and 'This 
indeed,' said I to myself, ‘is life I' " 

• 

On a later page: ♦ 

♦ “I avoided Soames because he made me feel rather vulgar. John 
Lane had published, by this time, two little books of mine, and they 
had had a pheasant little success of esteem. I was a—slight but definite 
—'persotjality.' Frank Harris had engjiged me to kick up my heels in 
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The Saturday Reviev, Alfred Harmsworth was letting me do likewise 

in The Daily Mail” 

In such words does Beerbohm describe his entry to London 
and the glories of the aesthetic nineties; and in such words does he 
hint at the association with The Saturday Review which led to his 
regular weekly appearances in that paper as successor to Bernard 
Shaw in the criticism of plays. You would not gather from what 
he says that he ever contributed more than a few “middles” to 
The Saturday Review; in fact he was dramatic critic for twelve years; 
and it was with a feeling of consternation that readers learned of 
his abandonment of this appalling task just at the beginning of the 
Georgian era. He had always been a critic; he has always been a 
literary man. Now, from afar, he surveys the English literary 
scene with possibly less pleasure than he had of old; for English 
literature has passed into a different mood from his own. But he 
surveys it stiU, as his later caricatures (which depict a paunchy 
Shaw and thereby lose realism) proclaim. The elegant have grown 
malicious and factious; he distils them for amusement. His old 
loves are dead or dreary; he dwells courteously upon their past 
grandeurs. He is in fact a little out of touch with the Georgian era. 

If he had been less modest he could have affected this era pro¬ 
foundly, for there is a similarity between some aspects of our own 
day ‘and some aspects of the day in which Max Beerbohm found 
life at the Caf6 Royal. But he is so far a dilettante that he has written 
pnly what it amused him to write, and solemner talents than his 
strut their little hour upon a stage he might have occupied. It is to 
his glegance that all refer, as if he were no more than a survival 
from'a giacSous period; and not to that deepdaughter which is the 
source of his quality as a writer. How unjust^HSTis to Beerbohm! 
From the early nonsensical essays (which are so wise, as well as so 
fastidiously written) to the incomparable parodies brought together 
in “A Christmas Garland,” the extravagance of “Zuleika Dobson” 
(that delicious supplement to the novels of his adored Ouida), and 
the^fantastic literary anecdotes to which he gives the title “Seven 
Men,” he had been for a lifetime laughing pointedly and without 
cruelty at the foibles of men. Recording to the analyses of humour 
prepared by the humourlessjMax Beerbohm is impossible. He could 
not exist. He laughs where He loves; and loves where he laughs; but 
he neitlier beams nor sniggjers. Ky the annotated laws of laughter, 
no man could behave so anomaibuslyAThe question arises whether 
Max Beerbohm^s a man or a fairy. ' 
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vii. Katherine Mansfield and John Middleton Murry 

l*Oh God I Suddenly it sweeps over me again. We ate writers I You are a poet and 
wrftc stories. But how this knowledge makes me ache for us to be together.*S 

Katherine Mansfield to J, M, M,, Jffne^, 1918. 

I SHOULD not attempt to excuse the abrupt transition from so 
bland a writer of belles-lettres as Max Beerbohm to a couple of 
such serious literati as Katherine Mansfield and Middleton Murry 
if it were not that, as Stevenson says, 

TThe world is so full of a number of things, 

M’m sure we should all be as happy as kings.^ 

I therefore draw attention to the fact that the world of 1910 onwards 
(the world, in truth, of King George) was quite as full of other 
people as it was of Max Beerbohm. One cannot explain such 
heterogeneousness; one can only record and marvel at the busy 
activity of men and women with pens in their hands. 

It was towards the end of 1912 that I received one day an un¬ 
expected letter from a complete stranger. The writer said she had 
just reviewed a novel of mine for Tie Westminster Gazette (of which 
Naomi Royde-Smith was then, I think, literary editor), and that^she 
thought the book so good that she wished to meet me. The letter 
was signed Katherine Mansfield. It came from an address in Chancery 
Lane, London; and I remember going one day to tea to a not very 
cheerful flat in a block of buildings there. At that time Katherine 
Mansfield and Middleton Murry must have been very }y:)ung (both 
about twenty-four); and I found myself enchanted by a small, very 
slim, very dark girl who spoke in a carefully modulated murmur, 
hardly parting her lips, as if she hummed or intoned her words. She 
sat very still, smiling faintly, and explained in this low voice, with 
much sweetness, that she did not know quite what she should do in 
the future—^with her life, she meant, for the alternatives of children, 
literature, and a career seemed all to be possible;—^while she and 
Murry, who was as gently ingratiating as he has always been, other¬ 
wise spoke a good deal of French and Russian authors, particularly 
of Stendhal, for whom we all felt intense admiration. The beautiful 
idol-like quietness of Katherine Mansfield made a great impyression 
upon me tiben, as it always did—she wastone of the most enchanting 
young women I had ever met; and I could tell, from the fact that 
twck or three other young writers then unknown to me were also 
present, that something like a young group was in process of for¬ 
mation. I found that the Murrys (they were not then married, but as 
they married later it will be more convenient to refer to them so 
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when I speak of them together) were conducting a periodical called 
Rhythm —that word was less common in 1912 than it has since be¬ 
come, and I think the Murrys must have been early among English 
users of it as an sesthetic term;—and they were looking for allies who 
would diversify Rhythm with stories and essays of a non-commercial 
character. 

Within a short time, at a well-attended dinner-party given at the 
‘‘Cheshire Cheese,” Rhythm was merged in a new and—^in its con¬ 
ception—much grander journal called The Blue Review; and those 
who attended the dinner were told that The Blue Review was a serious 
attempt to give a lead to modern literature. It was announced that, 
following the example of similar French periodicals, it would have 
regular causeries dealing with various branches of current literature; 
and Gilbert Cannan was to write about the drama, Hugh Walpole 
about new novels, D. H. Lawrence about German literature, myself 
about something called “General Literature.” We were all in high 
spirits. 

The Blue Review did not last; there was a collapse in the Murrys’ 
financial situation; and for a long time I did not hear of them. I 
doubt if I heard anything more until, after the War, in 1919, Murry 
was appointed to the editorship of The Athenaum. This was a very 
important appointment; for under his editorship The Athenaum 
(which had ceased during the War to be a paper dealing with the 
arts, and had become a miscellany) was restored to its place in letters, 
and published a truly astonishing number of articles and reviews 
"and letters written by men and women who have since taken leading 
places in the literary world. Not only older men such as Santayana; 
but tho§e of two younger generations, including Aldous Huxley, 
T. S. Eliot, Herbert Read, and the entire force of Bloomsbury; 
Bertrand Russell, Lytton and James Strachey, Clive Bell and 
Virginia Woolf. I am not sure that Murry found himself absolutely 
at ease in this gallimaufry; but he certainly coped with it to admira¬ 
tion until further financial considerations led to the discontinuance 
of Zhe Athenaum as a separate paper. 

. Katherine Mansfield wrote for The Athenaum^ until she was too 
ill to write any more, a weekly review of some outstanding novel 
(these reviews have been collected into a book); but she also began to 
publish her books of short sketches in the manner of Tchehov, 
which decidedly established her as an original writer of distinction. 
Murry, meanwhile, wrote a book on Dostoevsky, a novel entitled 
“Still Life,” and had other literary activities. In January, 1925, 
Katherine Mansfield died. She had always been delicate, iiad 
suffered much from rheumatism, and in 1917 she caught a chill 
which led to tuberculosis. Many different residences^and treatments 
were experimented with, unarailingly; and the two constant features 
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of her pilgrimages were increasing illness and unfailing bravery. 
Many of her letters were subsequently published, some more 
volumes of tales, her journals; all with Murry’s approval and under 
his supervision. 

Having been long associated in the public mind with Katherine 
Mansfield and her work (as well, of course, as with his own writing), 
Murry then took the eye as an old friend and biographer of D. H. 
Lawrence, and as the subject of attacks from more than one of those 
whose loyalty to Lawrence forced them into indignant malice 
towards everybody who can be supposed to have wronged him. 
Murry was lampooned in novels, he turned first Christian and then 
Christian Communist, and he has been one of the chief exponents 
of what is called psychological criticism, writing of Shakespeare, 
Keats, and Blake rather as Frank Harris wrote of Shakespeare in 
1909, but with something less than Harris’s fire. To myself, this kind 
of criticism is completely exasperating; it seems to me to be full of 
desperate assumptions, completely unreliable, the application of a 
false principle to the study of art. But it impresses all who in earlier 
days would have enjoyed bathing with God and Truth and the 
Categorical Imperative in metaphysics, mysticism, and other 
searches for the Absolute; and to debate it would take more time 
and space than I can afford. My present object is merely to show 
some of the stages in Murry’s progress, and, as I believe, his ^in¬ 
fluence upon the literary concentrations of the Georgian era. I dwell 
upon his work with The Blue B.eview and The Athenaum for historical 
reasons; because both these periodicals successfully assembled in, 
common effort other writers more creatively important than Murry. 
With his curiously emotional relationship with Lawrence I have no 
concern; his taste in the matter of Katherine Mansfielcl’^ literary 
remains and the biography of Lawrence is not mine, but it is a 
detail in the record of the time; with his critical writings about 
classic authors it is not my duty to deal at length. 

There is naturally no question of comparing the respective 
talents of Murry and Katherine Mansfield. They were husband and 
wife, and good friends to the last; their ideas were not recognizanly 
similar, and with the later developments of Murry’s mind it is 
possible that Katherine Mansfield would not have sympathized. 
Katherine Mansfield was a very fastidious person, a literary per¬ 
son, enamoured of Art. She was herself a simple person. But she 
tried hard, at one time or another, to ^e something a little more 
grandiose. Any reader of her letters will be struck by occasional 
notes of exclamatory and italicized sentiment, and by her flutterings 
after fundamental critical conclusions; at times I think she was a 
little too literary and perhaps even a little insincere—both accidents, 
inevitable in one who was quickly moved by her own writings and 



zo6 


THE GEORGIAN LITERARY SCENE 


by kindness from others, and one who was still, as far as I can see, 
vainly seeking some convincing aesthetic touchstone. She was a 
good critic for a paragraph or two, with excellent darts of insight; 
when she became vague she possibly was inclined to guess. In her 
tales, which are her most important work, there are very many 
delicacies of touch and suggestion, and beautiful felicities of style. 
She had a great eye for little things, for simplicities and tendernesses 
which touch and please the reader. It was not a robust talent, how¬ 
ever; and it was overweighted by an impulsive admiration for the 
tales of Tchehov. When these tales were first translated into English 
(Katherine Mansfield probably had met some of them in German 
before English translations began to appear), their effect upon nearly 
all readers who were also writers was very strong. Such writers 
either felt that Tchehov was an author to be imitated or that he 
left them no justification for their own continued literary activity. 
Katherine Mansfield belonged to the first type, and she imitated 
Tchehov disinterestedly and devotedly. He was her author. She 
foimd in him, as others have found, a really perfect artistic satis¬ 
faction. I say Katherine Mansfield imitated Tchehov; but I wish not 
to be misunderstood. By “imitation” I do not mean plagiarism, but 
a kind of aspiring, exulting study and comparison which led the 
writer—sometimes—^in the search for similar perfection to expunge 
every sign of life and sinew from work in hand. Katherine Mans- 
fieild’s tales, like Tchchov’s, were records of mood and sensitiveness; 
smaller moods, less generalized sensitiveness than Tchehov’s, but 
^authentic/At times they had a trembling beauty very pleasing to 
taste and perception. At other times they were fragilities. Occasion¬ 
ally they were sentimental tout she was a charming, pathetic figure; 
and 'this' she remains in hw work and in her letters. 



Chapter Ten 

POETS BEFORE 1914 

ROBERT BRIDGES, W. B. YEATS, WALTER DE LA MARE, 
JOHN MASEFIELD, JAMES ELROY FLECKER, 

J. C. SQUIRE AND THE GEORGIANS 

i 

I AM aware that any attempt on my part to discuss with an appear¬ 
ance of seriousness the progress of poetry in the Georgian era 
would be ridiculous. I have not the necessary knowledge; and the 
plan of this book causes me to divert into other chapters the dis¬ 
cussion of at least two of the most important of modern poets— 
D. H. Lawrence and T. S. Eliot. But having given this fair warning 
I feel constrained to sketch something of the poetical history of the 
time and to dwell upon several outstanding figpres whose most 
notable contributions to modern literature have been in the form of 
poetry. 

At the accession of King George the Fifth the living wyiter 
who held highest place as a poet was unquestionably Hardy. “The 
Dynasts” had been completed only two years earlier, and it was 
almost unanimously considered to be the most majestic poetio 
creation of the age. Hardy’s lyrics, too, brimming with the sense of 
mortality and decay, had their temporary glories, now^ very much 
assailed by modern poet-critics and as stoutly defended by poets and 
critics to whom, as Saintsbury said, “the single appetite for modernity 
is the basest of limitations.” At a distance stood Rudyard Kipling, 
then at the ebb of poetic reputation” but, by virtue of his genius, 
repulsing the efforts of his detractors and continuing to exist as a 
major figure in literature. From Ireland W. B. Yeats shed the mjsty 
splendours of fairyland and legend upon the people of this country.. 
In England Robert Bridges, physician, grammarian, and po6t, had 
in late middle age his profound admirers, although these were 
fewer than they later became. And, enjoying wide respect but a 
slightly suspect eminence, were Alice Meynell, William ’^^atson, 
Sturge Moore, Laurence Binyon, andj Gordon Bottomley. John 
Masefield and Walter de la Mare were recognized as exceptional 
talqits (the former very widely, the latter by a nunlber of people); 
W. H. Davies had established himself by his earliest poems and by his 
“Autobiography of a Super-Tramp.” Otherwise, though new poets 
were springing up in little books whichjthey published for themselves 
* 207 



208 


THE GEORGIAN LITERARY SCENE 


or in the ordinary way, without hope of gain (and it is quite a mistake 
to suppose that the writing of poetry was a war-time innovation), 
interest was concentrated upon the novel and the play. Poetry— 
always excepting the thrilling doggerel of ‘‘The Everlasting Mercy” 
and “The Widow on the Bye Street”—was not in fashion. 

But poetry was being written by a number of men who were not 
at all interested at that time in writing plays or novels; and these 
men were drawn together by a common interest, as well as by the 
existence in Georgian England of a truly remarkable character. 
This remarkable character was apparently destined by Nature to be 
Private Secretary to innumerable Cabinet Ministers, and in his spare 
time to be one of the greatest encouragers of young poets that the 
world had seen. His name, Edward Marsh, though familiar to poets, 
to those who read poetry, to those who visit first performances of 
plays in the West End of London, and indeed to the whole of 
London Society, is less well known out of town. He would delight 
Americans, because he is one of the few Englishmen to wear a 
monocle; his tall and easy form is an adornment to any row of stalls; 
and his sweet, fragile voice is like the cooing of doves. He has 
translated to perfection—it is a terribly difficult task, only to be 
accomplished by one who has a mastery of ingenious English and 
can do more than piece together the words of a foreign tongue—the 
Fabjes of La Fontaine; but it is as a patron of poets, rather than as 
poet in right of his own performance, that he would wish to be 
known, and will with gratitude be remembered, by posterity. He 
did more, from 1911 to 1922, to further the cause of modern poetry 
than any other man. He organized its reception. He was not only 
Private Secretary to Winston Churchill and J. H. Thomas; he was 
Private S'^ecretary, nay. Accoucheur and Wet Nurse, to Euterpe in 
her most respectable modern rebirth. 

It was Edward Marsh who, one day in 1911 or 1912, as the result 
of a talk with Rupert Brooke in which their enthusiasm had mounted 
as high as action, gathered together in his Chambers Wilfrid Wilson 
Gibson, John Drinkwater, Harold Monro, and Arundel del Re (the 
two last respectively editor and sub-editor of TAe Poetry Pjevieni)\ 
and planned with these men to publish a new kind of anthology— 
an anthology of poems drawn entirely from publications of 1911 and 
1912. Not all poets were to be included in the anthology (some, in 
fact, in later volumes, were almost harshly excluded from it, so tihat 
they fled into the pages of “Wheels”); but only those who came 
within the scope of a clear plan. As the editor of “Georgian Poetry, 
1911-1912” reiiiarked in his prefatory note: 

L.-“It has no pretension to cover the whole field. Every reader will 

notice the absence of poets, whose work would be a necessary orna- 
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ment of any anthology not limited by a definite aim. Two years ago 
some of the writers represented had published nothing; and only a 
very few of the others were known except to the eagerest 'watchers of 
the skies’. Those few are here because within the chosen period their 
work seemed to have gained some accession of powerJ|’ 

We need not take the words of this preface with absolute literalness 
(for in the making of anthologies a great variety of considerations 
enters upon which it would be tactless to dwell); but at least the 
editor’s aim was unmistakable . 4 k was to strike a blow for young and 
eager poets who felt that in the solid publicity accorded to the novel 
and play their own art was treated as of too little account. The 
poets who were included in the first volume of “Georgian Poetry” 
are worth noting here. In alphabetical order, they were Lascelles 
Abercrombie, Gordon Bottomley, Rupert Brooke, Gilbert Chester¬ 
ton, W. H. Davies, Walter de la Mare, John Drinkwater, James 
Elroy Flecker, W. W. Gibson, D. H. Lawrence, John Masefield, 
Harold Monro, T. Sturge Moore, Ronald Ross, Edmund Beale 
Sargant, James Stephens, and R. C. Trevelyan. 

Such was the official birth of Georgian poetry. But it would be 
unjust to ignore the claims of the two most eminent poets who fell 
outside the range of the anthology projected by Edward Marsh and 
his friends; and I must therefore speak briefly of both Robert 
Bridges and W. B. Yeats. Having done that, I shall pause for a 
moment with Walter de la Mare and John Masefield, whose talents 
one may consider individual rather than Georgian; and then I shalf 
return to Marsh’s “Georgians,” to find them augmented in 
numbers with the passing of years, and at the same time subtly 
changed. As early as the fourth volume, of 1918-19, Masefield has 
disappeared, and the editor is replying to criticism. 


ii, Robert Bridges 

‘T will be what God made me, nor protest 
Against the bent of genius in my time. 

That science of my friends robs all the best. 

While I love beauty, and was born to rhyme.” 

Robert Bridges, 

I N his lifetime, Robert Bridges was described by a friend as being 
“somewhat shy, somewhat austere, f^^tidious, difficult.” He was 
also a man of fortune and culture, educated at Eton and Oxford, at 
one,^ time a physician, a scholar and experimentalist ‘in technique, a 
grammarian and exponent of something called “Pure English,” and 
finally a poet. f. mentioned all his other qualifications because I 
believe them to be handicaps to th^ poet. I think they were 
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handicaps to Bridges. There was in him an extraordinarily beautiful 
vein of pure poetry, the poetry of restrained love (which he* called 
‘^dignified passion”) and of natural description. But while this vein 
was a clear one it was not powerful; it was even rather restricted. 
And though one may take exquisite pleasure in reading the shorter 
poems of Bridges, and may be conscious that they are full packed 
with thought and sensitiveness, the impression left upon myself (I 
speak for no other) is that of a rational and well-bred man of fine 
culture, who never used a word without comprehending its niceties 
of meaning, sitting upon the head of a true poet. One’s relishing 
delight in Bridges’s poetry is less in something spontaneously 
created than in something beautifully and carefully wrought. This 
is the case in his natural descriptions as in his experiments in 
classical prosody: 

‘*l 4 or more of heavy hyacinth now may drink, 

Hor spicy pink. 

Nor summer’s rose, nor garnered lavender, 

But the new lingering scents 

•f streaked pea, and gillyflower, and stocks 

Of courtly purple and aromatic phlox,” 

whffre one notices every word as an illustration of the poet’s art, 
but cannot receive—as one can in Shakespeare’s lovely assemblies 
of flowers—the sense of an impulsive communication. Bridges is a 
"poet for students, not for those who read poetry alone for its music 
and its evocations; he is a poet for students, not for those who read 
poetry fgr its rapture or its metaphysical refinements. 

As far as rapture is concerned. Bridges would have none of it. 
The word ‘‘joy” was much upon his pen; but as the name of an 
abstraction. It was his word, perhaps, for some temporary escape 
of his genius from tutelage; one feels, at least, no joy as one reads, 
no light-hearted and light-headed nonsensical delight in playfulness. 
An ethical joy, perhaps. Bridges refers to Keats’s remark that he was 
dll at ease in the society of women because they did not answer to his 
preconception, and adds: “Certainly what appears to be the delinea¬ 
tion of his conception often offends taste without raising the 
imagination, and it reveals a plainly impossible foundation for 
dignified passion, in the representation of which Keats failed.” Now 
one sees perfectly well what Bridges means in this curious piece of 
prose; but I am bound to say that dignified passion seems to me, 
after some thought, to be a rather priggish ideal. Bridges is ffter 
what Colvin used to call Keats’s “under-breeding”; and I am myself 
conscious of a slightly disagreeable exhalation from^some of Keats’s 
raptures. But whether such^fastidiousness is not a n^ark of over- 
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civilization I cannot be sure^One can be passionate, and om can be 
dignified; but is not dignified passion a little gentlemanly^A more 
humorous Bridges would not have used such a phrase; a Bridges 
who was all poet could not have supposed it a serious criticism of 
Keats. 

Bridges was extremely well read in the poets, and he could 
imitate old models with remarkable fidelity. He was also, given 
much leisure, engrossed in the study of the craft of poetry. Here lies 
his chief influence upon the next generation of poets, who owe 
him a great deal (I forget whether they admit the debt). The old 
models did not satisfy him, and he sought for new. He wanted to 
experiment in prosody, and to this end he not only practised in¬ 
cessantly, but conned the practice of others and wrote down in 
book and pamphlet the results of his observations. Invaluable work, 
devoted and often illuminating, possible only to one who was both 
poet and scholar. His conclusion was that 


*^when English poets will write verse governed honestly by natural 
speech stress, they will discover the laws (of prosody) for themselves, 
^nd will find open to them an infinite field of rhythm as yet untouched, 
frhere is nothing which may not be done in it, and it is perhaps not the 
least of its advantages that it makes excellence difficult.’! 


You observe the disdain, almost the arrogance, of that last remark? 
It is the scholar who speaks. 

^As a mentor, therefore, as one who can be studied with advan¬ 
tage, both in his theory and his slightly differing practice, by the 
most modern of poetsJ Bridges occupied a unique po5ritii)n. He is 
both student and execi^ht—of a difficult excellence. I am not seek¬ 


ing in any way to minimize his standing as an original genius; 
although I think the genius is less than is sometimes assumed by 
those always impressed by hauteur. Since Bridges was born in 1844, 
and published “The Testament of Beauty” when he was eight-four 
years of age, it is unquestioned that he provides an invaluable 4 ink 
between the old and the new poetry. I only suggest that his import¬ 
ance is greater as a link than as an individual master. As for his own 
work, the imitations are admittedly so expert that in some cases they 
might deceive those who began by assuming their antiquity. His 
original work is always distinguished, and often full of /ervour 
expressed with great dignity and beauty; when it deals with very 
simple things it is usually exquisite. But it is never umestrained; it is 
always, in my wicked view, middle class, the product of genius over¬ 
laid by breeding, or rather by those conventions by which the 
exclusive separate themselves from the world. If Keats was “under¬ 
bred,” as th§y say, is there not a possibility that the contrary may be 
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true of themselves? “Somewhat shy, somewhat austere, fastidious,” 
said Bridges’s friend. He added “difficult,” which means, not that 
Bridges was hard to understand, but that he was hard to please. 
Hence the character of his work. Hence the extent and peculiar 
effects of his influence, the whole of which we have still to realize. 


hi. William Butler Yeats 

‘'to him, who ponders well. 

My rhymes more than their rhyming tell 
Of things discovered in the deep. 

Where only body’s laid asleep.” 

IF. B. Yeats: To Ireland in the Coming Times. 

B y contrast with Bridges, in spite of all his more recent activities, 
Yeats was not so much austere as pure, and not so much difficult 
as lost in a dream. He was a singer. He was born twenty-one years 
later than Bridges, in 1865, the place of his birth was Sandy- 
mount, near Dublin. He came from two families of the Anglo- 
Irish, and his father was a Protestant who supported the cause of the 
Irish patriots. He himself was a patriot, a mystic, and a mythologist. 
He was also a teller of lovely tales. But above all he was a singer, and 
it is«cio surprise to us that he was writing verses when he was a boy 
at school. He was publishing them by the time he was twenty; and 
at twenty-one had his first book printed in Dublin, a dramatic poem 
called “Mpsada” which has disappeared from his collected works 
and is never mentioned by anybody except biographers. 

L^ter p^i, in the eighteen-nineties, Yeats was in London, the 
friend oi Ernest Dowson, Lionel Johnson, and Arthur Symons; 
and then, as I have mentioned in an earlier chapter, he was associated 
with the founding of the Irish literary movement in Dublin. He 
wrote plays for the Irish theatre; he supported Synge when Synge 
was attacked by the Irish who resented ‘‘The Playboy of the Western 
World”; he took his part in political controversy; and all the time 
he gave his heart to the study of the folk-lore of his native land, 
and wrote ballads and lyrics about the past and present and future 
of Ireland which were meant, not to be printed and read, but to be 
spoken, to be sung. That last is the reason why one never quite 
reads Yeats's poetry in solemn silence, with a finger to the brow, 
watching his metrical ingemuiticis. Metrical ingenuities are there— 
Yeats, too, is a theorist, and must have his say when poetry is the 
topic,—but fof^ the reader unversed in technipl complexities they 
might as well be absent. All he knows is thatfthe words have been 
written to be said or chantedland he instinraveljt sings them to 
himself. , / 
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Some of these words appear to me not to mean very much; but 
the p( 3 et expressly warns us that if we ponder well they will re¬ 
veal—but that was his earlier version, and the later one, which I 
have quoted at the head of the section, is less plain- 

‘"more than their rhyming tell 
Of the dim wisdoms old and deep 
That God gives unto man in sleep/* 

Some of them are no more than a sigh; some tell a simple tale, and 
others of a pious resolve; some recall the men Yeats has known- 

“We were the last romantics—chose for theme 
Traditional sanctity and loveliness; 

Whatever’s written in what poets name 

The book of the people; whatever most can bless 

The mind of man or elevate a rhyme**,— 

and some go deeper yet into self-communion, upon the subject of 
emblems and souls, enemies, life, and the secrets of understanding. 
But though the subjects vary, the voice is ever the same, a singing 
voice, the voice of one who listens for faery horns and sometimes 
thinks that he hears them, or that if they are not the horrife of 
faery they may almost equally well be the voice of the spirit or a 
message from the stars, so long as it is agreed that they come from 
another world than ours. To all these possibilities he would offer his 
mind, at once credulous and sceptical; for he was a man of logical 
imagination, and not of illogical dogma, and would* submit his 
intellect to anything finer than intellect, so long as he might after 
investigation of its properties turn away to something else. 

He changed often, from this attention—it is hardly more 
than that—to Magic, to Mysticism, to esoteric Buddhism, to 
Symbolism, to a view that the hope of Irish literature lay in the 
discovery of a new ballad style that should be “musical and full of 
colour,** to a belief that there are only two ways before literature,* 

“upward into ever-growing subtlety, with Verhaeren, with Mal- 
larm6, with Maeterlinck, until at last, it may be, a new agreement 
among refined and studious men gives birth to a new passion, and 
what seems literature becomes religion ;»or downward, taking the soul 
with us until all is simplified and solidified again.** ^ 

« 

Like George Moore, he re-wrote his earlier work (sometimes not to 
its improvement) in a sort of impatience with it; and in defence of his 
rewriting he, said; • 
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‘^The friends that have it I do wrong 
Whenever I remake a song. 

Should know what issue is at stake: 

It is myself that I remake.” 

But in one sense he changed nothing, either in his work or in him¬ 
self; for all these attentions and remakings were but the turnings of a 
mind powerful enough and confident enough in its own power to 
go freely upon its own business, disregarding the flutter of other 
minds less cold or less curious. Such a mind as Yeats’s, with its com¬ 
plete aversion from the material, has already had its influence, and it 
will be at the service of future poets when (if ever) Yeats’s old dream 
comes true, of a time when 

r'^the renewal of belief, which is the great movement of our time, will 
more and more liberate the arts from ‘their age’ and from life, and 
leave them more and more free to lose themselves in beauty.’j 


iv. Walter de la Mare 
The bitter past 

And the untasted future I mix up, 

Making the present a dream-figured bowl.’* 

** T. L. Beddoes: Meditation. 

W H. Davies says it is impossible to ask Walter de la Mare any 
• questions about himself, because he is all the time asking 
questions of his own. This is true. De la Mare’s mind is naturally an 
inquiring^ njind, altogether incapable of either egotism or inactivity. 
It will go upon long journeys by itself, journeys that carry it far 
from land and into the borders of horror and death as well as into 
the sunnier paths of make-believe; and if one travels with it awhile 
one may pass from a smart dinner party into dankness and ghastly 
fear as readily as into the mind of a child, feven the imnd of a child 
majj prove to be occupied with perplexity at a funeraJlThe thought 
X)f disease and mortality, indeed, is one to which de la Mare’s muse 
constantly returns; he may be playing with airy fancy, mockingly 
engaged with butterfly or Jenny Wren, and suddenly at the turn of a 
page the stairs will vanish and he will be running madly through 
some terror-haunted wood with unseen and uncanny monsters 
panting at his heels or corpse or coffin before his eyes. To people 
such as myself, who do not dream, these mysteries are disconcerting; 
but nothing disconcerts an author whose imagination launches 4self 
into space and eternity as the merry spider chances all upon the way¬ 
wardness of a gossamer strandj • 

Walter de la Mare was beyrn at Charlton, in Kent, in^i873. When 
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he began to write he first of all used the pseudonym of ^‘Walter 
Ramal*,” but when there was no longer any object in disguise he 
threw aside this pseudonym, and has ever since been widely known 
and admired under his own name. It was by his “Songs of Child¬ 
hood,” published in 1902, that he attracted attention, and by a col¬ 
lection of “Poems,” in 1906, that he established himself as a poet; 
but when he cared to do so he could enchant more than children 
with his tale of monkeys, “The Three Mulla-Mulgars,” and frighten 
adults, as well, with his prose romances, “Henry Brocken” and “The 
Return.” “The Return” is still placed high by lovers of the occult; 
higher yet, upon all hands, rests “Memoirs of a Midget,” which was 
published in 1921, and which details the experiences of a lady Hop o* 
my Thumb among men and women who almost all give me the 
impression of having been raised from the dead. 

t ’ ‘ ^ ‘ 

“Once died—and lived—^a corse named Lazarus: 

Remember, then, to all men else than they 

Who will not blab, you have been three days dead— 

And, that far gone, even princes are forgot.” 

His poetry and his prose alike are the writing of a man who 
lives upon familiar terms with trolls and gnomes, toads and owls, 
as well as with fairies, ghosts, smart society women, and otheijs of 
the creatures who used to be described by a former employer of 
mine as “bizair and outray.” Such acquaintance is bound to influence 
a poet’s inventions; and sure enough through much of de la Mare’^ 
work there passes the air of deserted houses, forgotten ghosts, and 
the chilling melancholy of tombs and dread. When he assays prose 
fiction, as in the celebrated “Memoirs of a Midget,” he fills his pages 
with lovely descriptions such as this: 

“And he told me, whether in time or space I know not, of a 
country whose people were of my stature and slenderness. This was a 
land, he said, walled in by enormous, ice-capped mountains couching 
the furnace of the rising sun, and yet set at the ocean’s edge. Its sand-, 
dunes ring like dulcimers in the heat. Its valleys of swift rivers were of 
a green so pale and vivid and so flower-encrusted that an English— 
even a Kentish—spring is but a coarse and rustic prettiness by com¬ 
parison. Vine and orange and trees of outlandish names gave their 
fruits there; yet there also willows swept the winds, and palmS spiked 
the blue with their fans, and the cactuS flourished with the tamarisk. 
Geese, of dark gre^h and snow, were on its inland \Yaters, and a bird 
slocked the hours of the night, and the conformation of its stars 
would be strange to my eyes. And such was the lowliness and sim¬ 
plicity of thk people’s habitations that the most powerful sea-glass; 
turned upon and searching their seerqt haunts from a ship becalmed 
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on the ocean, would spy out nothing—nothing there, only world 
wilderness of snow-dazzling mountain-top and green valley, 'ravine, 
and condor, and what might just be Nature’s small ingenuities— 
mounds and traceries. Yet within all was quiet loveliness, feet light 
as goldfinch’s, silks fine as gossamer, voices as of a watery beading of 
silence. And their life being all happiness they have no name for their 
God.” 

But, having captured our imagination for this land, and for a thou¬ 
sand other beauties, he has no story better to tell than that of ugliness, 
suicide, and deformity.\Jt is strange to me that one who treads with 
such charm every kind of pleasant land should be thus mocked by 
the charnel house and post-mortem decay. But since it is so, I must 
say that I would as soon have de la Mare’s guidance through a grave¬ 
yard as anybod)Cs) He sees every beauty there—the long grass, the 
flowers, the memory of dead loveliness and sorrow;—and he has so 
strong a power of conjuration that spirits do indeed arise from 
behind the broken tombs and speak authentic tales of life beyond 
reach of our eyes. It may be that my objection to the themes of de la 
Mare is based upon a feeling that he does not quite explain the 
journeyings of his mind from this world to the next, and that his 
characters are like Strephon, in “lolanthe,” fairy only as far down as 
the waist, and for the same reason; but if that is so it still remains to 
be said that he is unsurpassed among living writers in the delicate 
expression of what he has to tell, whether it be of the contrasted 
songs of birds or the murder of a prince or of terror by night. His 
poetic imagination is strong, his lyric gift delightful. 


v. John Masefield / 

J OHN Masefield was born in Herefordshire and educated on the 
training ship Conway. He is said to have sailed before the mast 
and to have worked in a New York saloon. How long he spent in 
.this kind of life I do not know; but it cannot have been a great 
while, for he was back in England, and working for The Manchester 
Guardian^ early in the new century. When he was twenty-seven he 
published a book of ‘‘Salt-Water Ballads” (containing two of the 
poems ^y which he is known to every English person who ever 
attended performances of a ^horal society). In 1905 and 1907 he pub¬ 
lished books of short stories called “A Mainsail Haul” and “A Tar¬ 
paulin Muster”’; in 1908 his first novel, “Captain Margaret’"; aiyl in 
1909 (but it was produced a year earlier by Granville Barker) his 
play “The Tragedy of Nan.” CSlien, in 1911, he ,wrote the long 
ballad, “The Everlasting RJercy,” he became generally famous* 
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Although attacked and parodied, he was the first Georgian Poet; 
for he did something which at that time no other young poet could 
do—he made the general public read what he had wr itter^ 

Time has led to certain changes of taste; and Masefield cannot 
possibly be the idol of really ‘'modn” people. He has become Poet 
Laureate, which fact in itself (despite his predecessor) is enough to 
alienate opinion. He has written successful novels; his book about 
the Gallipoli campaign was extremely popular; he has been tempted 
to repeat the kind of ballad which first brought him attention ;}jbie_ 
has written rather more copiously than a great poet should do; and 
so on. Also his convictions are large and humane. He is not a 
satirical pessimist, but a serious and—of old—a fluent romantic. His 
place in the Georgian panorama is very important indeed, his¬ 
torically. For, quite by himself, before Edward Marsh schemed with 
his fellow-enthusiasts to produce an anthology, he made new poetry 
a rage; and ‘‘The Everlasting Mercy” was the work that started all 
the excitement which had such important sequel^A 

It started excitement because upon its piffecation nobody could 
positively decide for all whether it was good or not. It was vehement, 
the language used by some of the persons depicted in it had all the air 
of being obscene (e.g., “you closhy put,” which proved to be dis¬ 
appointingly mild), the revivalist fervour of the later pages was to 
some very moving, and in fact those who prided themselves upon 
their fastidiousness were compelled to read it in order the better to 
ridicule it. As to whether “The Everlasting Mercy” deserved the 
praise or the condemnation given to it, I can only say that it always 
seemed to me to be unworthy of either. Probably Masefield had long 
admired A. E. Housman’s “A Shropshire Lad,” which is partly 
written in what I suppose to be a sort of Salopian vernacular, and 
almost certainly he was influenced by it. Though himself, clearly, a 
most serious and delicate-minded man, he was familiar with the 
doings and sayings of a number of rough customers. His feeling and 
his pen were both facile; verse came easily and naturally to him; he 
wrote “The Everlasting Mercy,” as J. M. Dent thought all bqpks 
should be written, con amore^ KnA it was read, declaimed, inter^ 
rupted, and discuss^ with a sort of inflamed fever of controversy 
such as, in a case of poetry, I cannot in memory match. 

/ There was room for one other experiment in the same type of 
waiting; and “The Widow in the Bye Street” followed very quickly 
upon “The Everlasting Mercy,” Somu thought it better than its 
predecessor, and some thought it worse; but again all read it. When 
Masefield did not stop, but went on to “Dauber” and “The Daffodil 
Fields,” he lost critical esteem, and for some years he published no 
more ballads, "^hen he returned to the ballad with “Reynard the 
Fox” he once more caused excitement, this time almost universally^ 
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pleasurable, and of his longer poems I presume this to be the 
favourite. In my opinion it is, although over-long, the best, - 

Earlier than “The Everlasting Mercy” in chronological order 
come the first two plays in which Masefield told simple and either 
horrible or pathetic tales of a kind long absent from the English 
stage. They were attempts to do for England what the Irish drama¬ 
tists were doing in Dublin. Although “The Campden Wonder” and 
“Nan” are bodi written in prose, it is (always allowing for the 
difference of tongue) poetic prose of the kind to which readers of 
Synge were accustomed. iHere again one is aware of Masefield’s 
facility of emotion, always provoked by the suffering of others. He 
feels very quickly indeed—in some respects as Galsworthy felt, and 
with the same delicacy—and he records his feeling with great 
earnestness.llt was at first thought that his feeling was deep, and that 
“The Tragedy of Nan” was indeed a masterpiece; now opinion 
among moderate-minded critics has veered, and he is described even 
by those who are not bent upon discrediting the established as a 
sentimentalist. Well, I think “The Tragedy of Nan” has a slightly 
portentous title, and that the author does mistake seriousness for 
something else; but the emotion he feels, though rapid and super¬ 
ficial, is a genuine emotion, and his expression of it (in the plays) 
embarrasses us rather because Masefield lapses into bathos through 
lack of warning humour than because he is less than earnestly intent 
upon his theme. If to this it is retorted that he is in some sense 
deceiving himself by his own emotion I have no answer to make. 
The plays do not affect me as tragedies; but I think they affect 
Masefield as tragedies. He yields in them to the impulse of pity. 

In his novels, apart from “The Street of Today,” which is tedious 
and a paft of “Multitude and Solitude,” which is conventional, he 
is upon a high uniform level of performance. He began in this 
genre a little elaborately with “Captain Margaret,” and it took him a 
good many years to conquer a too staccato and highly self-conscious 
brevity of sentence (the first “Captain Margaret” I ever had in my 
hand was a library copy, in which some previous reader had written 
upon the first page: “This reads like the attempt of a child of five to 
'write a book”); but in the long list from “Lost Endeavour” on¬ 
ward he has at all times written well, with beauty and feeling, and 
as he has matured he has gained in narrative ease. He can still, as in 
“The Hawbucks,” abruptly hand the rest of his story to the reader’s 
imagination with the wordSj^,“She was the woman whom he married; 
but it had cost him some pain to find her.” On the other hand, he 
does not in themovels fall into pity and solemnity, because he is en¬ 
grossed either in telling a tale or in painting a countryside or some 
vivid scene upon or across the sea. His power qf fluent, rapid 
description is one of the greatest of his gifts, for that swift move- 
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merit of feeling which I have mentioned carries him tumultuously 
into fight or fall, and only the ensuing mood is a danger to his 
integrity as an artist. He is a painter, and extremely sensitive to 
sounds, sights, and suffering; these lead to a kind of inebriation of 
the imaginative faculty, so that he paints with a full brush. In sober 
mood he is a little pedestrian, and possibly a little lachrymose. 

Masefield was the first Georgian poet to arouse excitement in 
more than a clique. Since that time, which was in 1911, he has been 
subjected to so much condemnation on the part of successive schools 
of poets that he is rather in the position of Nanki Poo in “The 
Mikado,” when Ko-Ko explains that he is “as good as dead— 
practically he is dead.” Nanki Poo, of course, is not at all dead, and 
in fact is upon the stage at the time. I mention this parallel, not in 
order to be offensive to Masefield, but because he so plainly illus¬ 
trates a curious fact regarding literary reputation. A man, because his 
talent is exceptional, rises above his feUows^No merely advertised 
person can do this for more than a season. But the moment a 
genuine talent has established itself in any certainty of reputation, 
the fashion changesjk new crowd comes in (much as a new South 
American government comes in) and sweeps out, as far as it can do, 
all trace of the older fashion. Nothing is so bad as the older fashion 
has been. 

Bumor some inscrutable reason fashion never quite succeeds 
in impressing itself upon that strange general taste which really 
consolidates reputatio^ Perhaps it is too partisan or perhaps it is 
too centralized—I cannot tell. I only know that certain unfashiom* 
able writers, writers who have never been celebrated by a clique 
or a spontaneous movement, do in course of time attain \o a place in 
the firmament higher and more respectable than that claimed by 
faction for its own particular stars. And, in another and mojre 
immediately apposite degree, a writer condemned is a writer mys¬ 
teriously beyond condemnation. The condemners themselves feel 
respect for turn; they would not, indeed, in England, have attacked 
him if they had not respected him, or if they had not feared his pre¬ 
dominance. They say he is dead; but they know he is very much, 
alive, or they would not be speaking of him at all. This happened to 
Shaw, during the First World War; and we know what has happened 
to Shaw since the First World War. I do not say that Masefield, who 
of course, although critically decried, has at the present timp a dis¬ 
tinguished public reputation, will equal Shaw in literary survival; 
but having of late reread his ballads (with much regret for some 
part^ of them) I am inclined to think they have a viiality which the 
critics of an age more generous than ours will acknowledge with 
enthusiasm. Their faults of excess in such a case will be set down,- 
rightly as I believe, to the contrast between Masefield’s shrinking 
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delicacy of temperament and the roughness and squalor or brutality 
of scene which his experience or some motive of enforced Courage 
leads him to depict. From the fact that he has never moved freely and 
relishingly in that scene arises his tendency to italicize it. But the 
effort, however febrile it may sometimes appear to us, to portray 
something of the life and manners of men (and not the chewings of a 
bookish mind) is commendable, and it has its place in the literary 
history of our time. 


vi. James Elroy Flecker 

**He preferred the exact word to the vague; he was always on his guard against the 
*pot*8hot’ and the complaisant epithet which will fit in an3rwhere. With passionate 
aeliberation he clarified and crystallized his thoughts and intensified his pictures.’* 

/. C Squire: Preface to Flecher*s Poems, 

I SHALL permit myself the invidiousness of separating Flecker from 
the Georgians because, like others of whom I have spoken or shall 
speak, he had a distinctive and not a group talent. How great that 
talent was, I am unable to judge; I know only that to me he has 
always seemed to be following his own will, his own theory of the 
place and purpose of poetry, and not a theory generally applicable 
to the work of his day or accepted by his fellow-poets. This he did as 
an original; and not for the sake of being different from cithers. He 
claimed to be a Parnassian, that is to say, a Classicist ;|but his vision 
"■was a romantic vision, and it was the Orient, even before he went to 
the East, which coloured every imagining from which the verse- 
makkig inspiration sprang! 

He was born in London in 1884, the son of a schoolmaster; and 
he fulfilled the dream of many a London beggar by attending the 
Universities of both Oxford and Cambridge. He then entered the 
Consular service, and went as a representative of Great Britain to 
Constantinople, Smyrna, and Beyrout. Unfortunately he con¬ 
tracted tuberculosis, and the last years of his life (full of ferocious 
work as they were) had to be spent in what proved to be fruitless 
journeys to different Swiss resorts in pursuit of a cure. He was at 
all times, from youth onwards, a joyous and indefatigable talker, 
was no dreamer but one who had a thousand opinions upon the 
proper, government of the world and the education best suited to 
the production of wise men, and from excessive readiness as a boy to 
versify upon every subject he gradually developed into a poet who 
united great self-discipline with a well-considered exoticism. 

This exoticism was instinctive, but it was greatly enriched by his 
stay in the East, where he saw and tasted aU those marvels of 
colour and strangeness which had been his mental fegst from boy- 
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hood. From the East came his poetic drama, “Hassan,” which was 
produced in London after his death, with great success; from the 
East, too, came his most mature work, such as “The Golden 
Journey to Samarkand,” in which the zest and freedom of his per¬ 
sonality were in full play: 

“What shall we tell you? Tales, marvellous tales 
Of ships and stars and isles where good men rest. 

Where nevermore the rose of sunset pales. 

And winds and shadows fall towards the West.’* 

\lt was not in his power to use his poetry as an instrument of 
criticism or for the portrayal of English urban life, for his aim was 
beauty alone; but he could and did make what he wrote both shapely 
and thrillingly full of himself. The brilliance of his skill with words 
does not always cover the limitations of his interest; the poetry is 
never excessive in its ambition; but what Flecker knew and felt he 
could tell in such a way that he sang it separately to every reader^i 
Such a combination of passion and coldness as he displays is 
very rare indeed in English poetry; less rare, perhaps, in those very 
Parnassians to whom he gave his praise, but rare in any language. 
And in the same way such a union of colour and directness is so un¬ 
common that if there were no other gift it would distinguish 
Flecker’s work from that of his contemporaries. They had tfieir 
virtues, of greater passion than his or of greater coldness, but they 
had not Flecker’s magic. Furthermore, the older he grew the more. 
he became a master of his mind and his poetic instrument; so that in 
his case regret for the untimely loss of a talent is heightened by a 
sense of what he might have done if he had lived. He c!>\Ad either 
have contributed to our day an untroubled beauty which it lacks, or 
have lent strengthening aid to those “modns” who in reaction from 
sentiment and copiousness are threatened with drouth.^^r himself, 
addressing “A Poet a Thousand Years Hence,” he begged modestlv 
only to be read: 

“O Friend unseen, unborn, unknown. 

Student of our sweet English tongue 
Read out my words at night, alone: 

I was a poet, I was young. 
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vii. J. C. Squite and the Georgians 

V'There was a general feeling among the yonder poets that modem English poetry 
wa^?’ery good, and sadly neglected by readers.^ 

Eimffd Marsh: Memoir of Rupert Brooke. 

F ive volumes altogether of ^‘Georgian Poetry” appeared, the last 
of them covering the years 1920-1922, and in them one can trace 
(with a little help from the imagination and by sundry glances 
between the lines) what was the progress of poetry between 1911 
and 1922 in England. First of all, the book arose from the common 
enthusiasm of Edward Marsh and Rupert Brooke. They took into 
their counsels other poets or enthusiasts. And so bold and in¬ 
genious a plan to make poetry readable and—^what was more im¬ 
portant and no doubt was fully recognized —discussable as a literary 
phenomenon had its immediate success. You can take the title in 
several ways, for it was a stroke of genius. “Georgian”—^with 
King George barely, you might say, upon his throne, a whole 
literature was announced: What! is the age as active as all that? 
“Poetry”—^what! have we, then, some poetry apart from Masefield 
and the old ones? “Georgian Poetry”—^what a claim! It suggested 
that the poetry of the age differed from the poetry of all other ages. 
The) claim was more modest than the title; the claim was merely to 
present in a single volume examples of work done by a few proper 
writers in the preceding two years. These writers were poets 
^admired by Edward Marsh and his collaborators. But “Georgian”! 
Did not that indicate something rather more than the preferences of 
a gr9up? 

As long as the group could deal with the numbers of poets who 
had published books within recent memory the difficulty, although 
great, was not overwhelming. But Marsh and his friends had not 
imagined that the First World War was coming to stir every under¬ 
graduate who took a commission into publishing his verses. They 
hadi not foreseen that their bold title would be turned against them. 
.They had planned a peace-time rallying point for an unfashionable 
art; in time of war they found themselves bombarded with every 
kind of poetic artillery. The alternatives were an obstinate restric* 
tion of entries to those writers for whose work the editor felt some 
persoi^d sympathy, or such an enlargement of scope as would turn 
the two himdred pages of the first volume into an omnibus book in 
which everything was printed en masse. Quite obviously, the latter 
alternative wai unacceptable. , 

But by this time the title “Georgian Poetry” had a prestige, 
•and similarly there had arisen some poets who did not quite con¬ 
form to Edward Marsh’s extremely gentle but extremely firm notion 
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of what poetry was and what it should be. The attitude of these 
poets was: *‘You call this book ‘Georgian Poetry’; I am a Georgian; 
therefore my poetry ought to be included in your book.” When 
told that his poetry could not be printed in our book, every such 
rebel replied with heat that the title “Georgian Poetry” was a lie. 
He charged Marsh with trying to establish a canon. Marsh had in¬ 
tended no such thing; nevertheless, since inclusion in his book gave 
a writer cachet he was sensitive in the matter. Everybody was 
sensitive.^ consciousness of wrong pressed down upon the poets 
of the hour^In his final volume, Edward Marsh cried: 

“When the fourth volume of this series was published three years 
ago, many of the critics who had up till then, as Horace Walpole 
said of God, been the dearest creatures in the world to me, took an¬ 
other turn. Not only did they very properly disapprove my choice of 
poems: they went on to write as if the Editor of Georgian Poetry were 
a kind of public functionary, like the President of the Royal Academy; 
and they asked—again, on this assumption, very properly—who was 
E. M. that he should bestow and withhold crowns and sceptres, and 
decide that this or that poet was or was not to count. 

“This, in the words of Pirate Smee, was a kind of a compliment^ but 
it was also, to quote the same hexo^galling; and I have wished for an 
opportunity of disowning the pretension which I found attributed to 
me of setting up as a pundit, or a pontiff, or of a Petronius Arbiter; 
for I have neither the sure taste, nor the exhaustive reading nor^the 
ample leisure which would be necessary in any such role. . 

“I may add one word bearing on my aim in selection. Much 
admired modern work seems to me, in its lack of inspiration and its* 
disregard of form, like gravy imitating lava. Its upholders may re¬ 
tort that much of the work I prefer seems to them, in it^ lack of in¬ 
spiration and its comparative finish, like tapioca imitating pearls. 
Either view—possibly both—may be right. I will only say that witji 
an occasional exception for some piece of rebelliousness or even 
levity which may have taken my fancy, I have tried to choose no verse 
but such as in Wordsworth’s phrase: 

The high and tender Muses shall accept • 

With gracious smile, deliberately pleased.” 

I^Th at was a very pleasant retort to the grumblers. But it did, of 
course, label “Georgian Poetry” as a conservative anthology; and 
it did justify the poets excluded from Paradise in regarding, them¬ 
selves as martyrs. In one sense it assisted in changing group con¬ 
vention from passive hostility to the work of other groups into the 
aggressive fury of political faction. Every malcontent either started 
a rival show or rallied to slay all who were sealed of the tribe of 
Marsh. » 

Several of the chief contributors tp “Georgian Poetry” have 
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been or will be dealt with in other chapters; but of the rest I must 
not fail to mention here Lascclles Abercrombie, Rupert Brooke, 
W. H. Davies, John Drinkwater, W. W. Gibson, Harold Monro, 
Ralph Hodgson, Francis Ledwidge, W. J. Turner, John Freeman, 
and J. C. Squire. Rupert Brooke had more to do, by accident, with 
the renaissance of poetry in war-time than any of the others. He 
had started, with Abercrombie, Gibson, and Drinkwater, a quarterly 
anthology of verse (to which only the four were contributors) 
named “New Numbers”; and when the First World War broke out 
the fourth and last issue of “New Numbers” contained sonnets 
written by Brooke which moved to ecstasy all who read them. 
Brooke was personally very popular. He was a handsome, gay boy, 
who was loved by all who knew him. He had been born in 1887, and 
had been educated at Rugby and Cambridge University. He had all 
the tal^t of a happy and charming boy, and that talent sang in his 
verses j^t was not a powerful tal^t, and it is not likely to survive in 
the memory of later generations Jbut when Brooke died the shock 
to numbers of people who knew him was shared by thousands who 
had never seen him. ^he thought that poets were dying for their 
country caused many to wish to read what these and other young 
poets, also soldiers, had to say of the great sacrifice; and there was a 
tremendous consumption of new poetry, giAlished at the time in 
cjujte innumerable li ttle books.yrhat it paftty’^'seM^ 
consumption 1 think is ffue; bdt the production and consumption 
were great enough to create the legend that poetry had been reborn 
•'in the War. At that time,nt must be remembered, all pathetically 
bellicose men of letters ^rore prophesying a grand and glorious 
revival of splendour in our literature as the result of the purification 
of war. 

Of Brooke's collaborators (who were also contributors to 
“Georgian Poetry”), the one to make a familiar reputation with the 
general public was John Drinkwater, whose play “Abraham 
Lincoln” impressed two nations, and whose other works kept him 
prominently in the news for a considerable period. Drinkwater 
. was born in 1882, and for some time was associated with the Bir¬ 
mingham Repertory Theatre, where he acted. He lectured a great 
deal and read his poetry to large audiences, and besides writing this 
poetry followed “Abraham Lincoln” with a number of chronicle 
plays upon the same lines and a number of bucolic comedies and 
other dramatic works. His,poetry was always polished and musical, 
but unmarked by any force of thought or feeling; his plays were the 
work of one ^hose sense of the stage was invaluable to him. and 
“Abraham Lincoln” at least of the chronicle plays is a remarkable 
•piece of construction which set a fashion and a high standard for 
such pieces. 
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Lascelles Abercrombie, born a year earlier than Drinkwater, in 
1881, was by far the most distinguished of the quartette which 
founded “New Numbers.” In 1910, with “Mary of the Bramble,” 
he began publishing his own poems from a cottage in the country; 
and afterwards he gathered them into larger volumes until at last 
he was honoured, as only one other author has been in his lifetime, 
by having a collected edition included in the Oxford Series of English 
Poet^I do not personally find Abercrombie's poetry very interest¬ 
ing, ^though it has great dignity and beauty of phrase; and it is for 
this reason, and not from any hesitation as to his talent, that I re¬ 
frain from commenting upon it. I have great admiration for his con¬ 
tributions to the study of aesthetics. 

VEinally, W. W. Gibson, a poet devoted to simple narrative, 
telling quiet stories without number, always with feeling and 
reticence, gave his sober naturalism to the publication. If Aber¬ 
crombie was stately and measured, Brooke like a jet of flame, and 
Drinkwater a contented murmur, Gibson had ever the homeliness 
of peat and heather. All brought these same qualities into “Georgian 
Poetry,” and helped to give its earliest volumes their characterA 

W. H. Davies was there, too, with his sweet songs; and Ralph 
Hodgson contributed his famous poem, “The Bull”; while W. J. 
Turner, an Australian whose imagination had a strangeness which 
often afterwards startled the reading world as much as his musical 
criticism .did (his musical criticism was of the downright order), 
gave variety to the third volume, in which he occupied first place. 
But the name which is of most significance in the present survey is* 
that of John G^llings Squire, to whom I have already referred; and 
it is of Squire that I shall now, in conclusion, speak. ^ 

J. C. Squire was born in Plymouth in 1884. He was educated at 
Blundell's School and Cambridge University, and towards the end 
of 1912, when The JVw Statesman was first projected as a weekly 
political and literary journal expounding Fabian ideas under the 
editorship of Clifford Sharp, Squire was its literary editor. He had 
at that time written a biography of William the Silent which Jias 
disappeared from the lists of his published works; and if one may 
accept the testimony of Arnold Bennett's Journal for 1913 it is to 
this effect: “Long hair. Jaegerishly dressed. But sound, competent, 
honest in argument.” Those were early days for Squire. 

He contributed to The New Statesman a causerie which he^ wrote 
over the pseudonym “Solomon Eagle,” %nd thus established himself 
as a literary critic. His first reputation as a writer came from his 
excellent parodies, “Imaginary Speeches” and “Steps\o Parnassus”; 
but in the same year that he published “Steps to Parnassus” (1913), 
he published alsp his book of serious poems, “The Three Hills,” and 
thus challenged the world upon higljier ground. Whether these 
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books and his work for The Statesman would in themselves 
have been enough to make his reputation I cannot say, but Squire 
had a drive and assertiveness which distinguished him from other 
men, and at one time his personal influence was so strong that by the 
end of the First World War he had unrivalled power in London 
critical journalism. During the War he acted as literary editor of The 
New Statesman (part of the time he was in charge of the paper) and 
literary editor of Tuand and Water^ and after the War he founded The 
London Mercury^ in which he continued his work as an active force in 
the literary world. He also was for a number of years book critic- 
in-chief to The Observer. 

Poets of all kinds (excepting the revolutionaries) gathered about 
Squire during the War and when ‘‘Georgian Poetry” had ended its 
series. He generously befriended them, and gave them work and 
encouragement. On them, especially in their capacity as reviewers, 
was bestowed the name of “the Squirearchy,” by whidi they were not 
at all irritated; and it was thought that they represented a rather too 
solid phalanx of critical opinion, so that they became unpopular 
with other scribes. The assumption of solidarity, however ill- 
founded, increased that tendency towards factionism which had been 
created by annoyance with “Georgian Poetry.” Squire, accordingly, 
was a centre for attack. He was never the spearhead of a retaliatory 
movement. 

I have already told how Middleton Murry returned to editorial 
work on The Athenaum after the War; and it will be seen that with 
Squire leading a devoted band of poet-critics, and Murry leading a 
somewhat disunited band of aesthetes, intellectuals, and novelists, 
there was at this time great variety of critical judgment. Some 
people would say that criticism was in the melting-pot. It certainly 
was in a state of uncertainty. On Squire’s part, all criticism was 
moderate in tone; for Squire is in literature a conservative with a 
strong bias in favour of novelty. And while his love of the new 
laid him open to attack from die-hards, he was more generally con- 
sidfired as the typical contributor to “Georgian Poetry,” whose 
.influence was all in favour of traditional forms of verse. This made 
him unpopular with rebels, and rebels use severe methods in 
literary controversy. Accordingly Squire stands in most minds today 
as a spokesman for what may be called the Marsh dynasty; and he 
fittingly concludes this chapter. The First World War hastened 
changes in taste. It is with a changed taste that the later chapters of 

t present book will deal. 

^ to Squfre’s original work, it is eloquent and vigorous, but 
not especially unfamiliar in sentiment and diction. His most famous 
• poem, “To a Bull-Dog,” now that the occasion is long past, has the 
misfortune to seem tearful; but there is good work elsewhere, in “The 
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Lily of Malud,” and in other poems such as ‘‘The Birds/’ where his 
strong feeling for Nature inspires an equally Strong and very striking 
sincerity. That is his characteristic: he is boldly sincere (and lacking 
in finesse) in both writing and speaking. It is to his sincerity and to 
that determination of which I spoke earlier that Squire owes his 
war-time and post-First World War dominance of the London 
literary scene, especially in the department of poetry, v 
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business of trying to present one’s contemporaries in a fair light is embarrass- 
ing^^riters like Hugh Walpole, J. D. Beresford, Gilbert Cannan, Francis Brett Young, 
Frank Swinnerton, W. L. George, myself, and several others had the same general idea 
of our direction, but our approaches were so different that each was inclined to fancy 
that his own road was the best road to our destination.” 

Compton Mackiv^e: Literature in My Time, 

B efore a deluge there are usually a few preliminary warning 
drops of rain, the edge of the coming storm; and this is true in 
the matter of books as well as in the matter of weather. Some¬ 
where about the year 1870 those forces which are productive of 
literary depressions gave a glance into the future. They said, in 
effect that in a dozen years or so a storm of young novelists would 
arise; and as such a storm without presage would be disconcerting 
a few large spots of literary talent must immediately be released, 
^ithin the next ten years, accordingly, several novelists were born 
Svho liad their own non-sentimental way of looking at life.^ dare not 
guess at the ages of the women; but among men Charles Marriott, 
J. D. Beresford, and Oliver Onions were born before 1880. The 
deluge began in 1883, and reached its height in 1884, and its climax 
in 1885. 

'I^hat does not mean, of course that each previous decade had not 
seen the due arrival of a sufficiency of individual talents; for at all 
times, according to Dean Inge, this is a world where everyone is 
wanted, but no one is wanted very much, which means that there are 
always enough of each kind of people to go round. If I were merely 
to name the excellent novelists who have entertained the reading 
public since the beginning pf the century I should arouse disquiet 
in the minds of those who think the novel a useless form of letters. 
Violet Hunt, fov example, was writing ‘‘The Maiden’s Progress” in 
1894, and still impressed critical readers with her subtle and powerful 
‘.‘Tales of the Uneasy” in 1911; the Countess von Afnxm published 
“Elizabeth and Her German Garden” in 1898, and, as the Countess 
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Russell, wrote her best book, ‘‘Vera,” in 1921; Ethel Colburn 
Maynt contributed to Tife Yellow Book^ wrote her biography of 
Byron in 1912, and in fiction surpassed her best quite late in life with 
“Gold Lace.” All these were writers bringing exceptional qualities 
of insight and courage to the modern novel. One who similarly 
deserves more than a mere mention is Maurice Baring, whose tales 
and explorations of character range from the incredibly long to the 
minimum of brevity. He brought to all a fine intelligence, style, 
humour, and distinction. In the same way, Charles Marriott, who left 
off writing novels because the post-War period created for him a new 
and unfamiliar world, produced between 1901 and 1915 a series of 
critical tales in which moral and intellectual tendencies of the day 
were presented and examined scrupulously and in an original 
manner. Of Beresford and Onions I shall speak at greater length 
hereafter, because while older than the others they shared (Beresford 
especially) the interest aroused by the younger novelists of the post- 
Victorian age. But to the rest I make my apologies for seeming 
cavalier; a book of this kind has inevitable limits and omissions, and 
do what I may I am bound to show inexcusable ignorances. 

All the immediately pre-Georgian writers whom I have named, 
and others whom I cannot even mention, differed from jtheir major 
rivals in the respect that, whereas these majors sought to build or 
rebuild a complete material universe, they were psycholcjgical 
novelists, penetrating inward towards subtleties of mind and 
character, and holding the world, as Antonio did, 

“but as the world; 

A stage where every man must play a part.” 

• • 

None of them, I believe, had any acquaintance with the German and 
Austrian pathologists who afterwards effected such a change in the 
ideas of exploratory novelists. Violet Hunt and Ethel Colburn 
Mayne almost certainly learnt a great deal from the Jacobean method 
and were more or less content to feminize it; Charles Marriott, 
cautious, thoughtful, and curiously sympathetic to the misfifs of 
polite intercourse, was chiefly interested in the individual as he 
affected society and was affected by society, and brought his own 
training in medicine, psychology, and art to bear upon “the revolt 
of youth” and similar themes modern in the nineteen hundreds; 
Maurice Baring, highly familiar with Russian literature and Russian 
discursive concern with the psyche, amused himself with people 
from his own witty and teasing standpoint, and all Ijis life remained 
an ^placed and mockingly unplaceable personality of unlimited 
fertility, versatility, and ^stinction./Ali were men and women of 
talent and intelligence; for some reason they did not shock critical 
and popular^ minds into a state of chronic attention.)| 
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And as I have mentioned the Russians, let me here emphasize 
the fact that in the early years of King George^s reign Russian art 
and Russian literature were the rage with all those sensitive people 
who may be expected to produce the more cultured varieties of 
fiction, painting, music and formative criticism. Arnold Bennett, at 
the height of his influence with such people, committed himself to 
the statement that all the great novelists of the world were Russian; 
one heard for the first time—or at any rate for the first time with 
appreciation—of Goncharov, Schedrine, Leskov, even of Tchehov 
(but members of the Stage Society in 1911 walked out in large 
numbers at the first performance of “The Cherry Orchard”), and 
others; the novels of Dostoevsky, of which, previously, only 
“Crime and Punishment” and “Poor Folk” had been familiarly 
known in England, were translated complete from 1912 onwards. 

They were not the only Russian novels to be brought to the 
notice of the literate, for every London publisher by this time was 
aware of the demand for such necessaries of life; and by 1916 a com¬ 
plete translation of Tdiehov’s tales was begun./Nor were novels 
the sole influences upon our younger pens\ for Anna Pavlova, of the 
Russian ballet, reached England in 1910/at once created a furore, 
and was the forerunner of the Diaghilev ballet with Nijinsky as the 
sensation of the period. What the coming of the ballet did by infec¬ 
tion for letters in England I cannot explicitly say. fit created an 
entirely new state of mind.\lts rich d6cor, so bold and at times so 
bizarre; the triumph of its^trangeness and its beauty (upon artists 
its beauty, upon aesthetes its strangeness—for I take aesthetes to be 
the apes of art); the unfamiliar rhythms of its musical contributions; 
all had, foiv non-cosmopolitan stay-at-homes, the glory of a new 
world. To an English public weary of English things and already 
longing for whatever was savage and untamed, the wildnesses of 
“Scheherazade” and “Tamar” were like firewater to the innocent 
native; to a less jaded English public which prided itself upon its 
refinement, the sentimental delicacies of “Carnaval” were as ex¬ 
quisite as Turkish delight. Lovers of the romantic had “Le Pavilion 
d^Armide”; and lovers of the modern, “L’Oiseau de Feu.” Diaghilev 
with his contempt for Gounod and Delibes as composers of ballet, 
appealed infallibly to all classes of rich, patronizing, and intelligent 
English people. No wonder the snobs at this time, adopting a 
Russiai^ word, began to call themselves the “intelligentsia.” 

As for Dostoevsky's novels, they had power and subtlety, 
emotion and picturesqueness, altogether outside the range of any 
English novelists whatsoever. They were overwhelmingly longhand 
communicative; the characters in them, diseased, mad, and vehe¬ 
ment, were like nothing ever seriously created inr English. They 
were like the nightmares gf an epileptic to whom^ Dickensian, 
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grotesques were as serious as an empty stomach. Amid cries of dis¬ 
may from the apostles of the fine, the delicate, the sought, and the 
confined, Dostoevsky became the rage. He seemed then (he now 
seems less) to pour all the terrors of emotion into print and all the 
truth; he drew away veils from souls in conflict and agony and 
showed them as struggling with the very devil; his readers had all 
a sense that when they read about the Karamazovs and the Versilovs 
they indulged in spiritual debauch; if these readers were humani¬ 
tarians with a leaning towards mystical Christianity they embraced 
Prince Myshkin with passionate yearning for just such humility 
as his; we heard upon all sides, from our own voices as well as from 
the voices of others, roars of ecstatic discovery. How pale Tur¬ 
genev seemed I How material and common in grain our own 
realistic writers I How drab our life of restrained feelings! From 
Russia came release. Possibly a little incoherence? Come, come, 
come! ^Life is real, and life is earnest!^ To the serious, every Con¬ 
tinental master is or should be sacred."^ 

However, the enthusiasm for Dostoevsky and the ballet suc¬ 
ceeded at least two other influences. I say nothing of Bergson, who 
was intellectually a power at this time, or of Eucken; my business is 
with the younger novelists. There was the influence of Samuel 
Butler, the publication of whose “Notebooks” in 1912 "intensified 
growing interest in his one novel, “The Way of All Flesh” > and 
there was, in my view xmquestionably, the practical influence upon 
such novelists of Wells and Bennett. And while Wells and Bennett 
were totally different writers, there was, as James discovered, this 
likeness between the two, that both were profoundly interested in 
the physical life about them—the active social and sociolpgical life of 
their time. This interest James did not share, and ho thought it 
inartistic. Wells was interested as a participant; Bennett as an 
observer. Both used, in their different ways, the autobiographical 
method which James so decried. Wells in “Tono-Bungay” spread 
the whole of his zest for the movement of life before the reader; 
Bennett slowly narrated in “Clayhanger” the growth and progress 
of one man through the environment which had been his own., 
^oung novelists, coming to books (for of course they read them) 
which appealed so strongly to their natural self-interest, saw that 
autobiography, disguised or undisguised, held decided possibilities.^ 
They did not, as a rule, want a copy. They wanted only^ a con¬ 
venient looseness of form; and as thejr too were as interested as 
could be in life, and wished to speak the truth about it as they saw it, 
the ^invitation offered by the method was irresistiWe. Dostoevsky 
was the king of all novelists; but Wells and Bennett were more 
English and le^ vehemently abject in disclosure, and therefore were 
simpler models. ^ 
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The statements I have made above are general; not particular. 
There were exceptions,* and only Beresford, among the writers'of the 
younger generation, ever, as far as I am aware, deliberately studied 
the Wellsian or the Bennettian novel in order to assimilate its scheme 
and style. But these things were in the air. They were a part of the 
spirit of the time. Other influences, the influence of Hardy, the 
temporary influence of Romain Rolland (also, by the way, lengthily 
autobiographical), the influence upon those who knew them of 
German thought and German pathological research, were all 
effective. Everything was heading, perhaps, for change; but to the 
casual eye it seemed only to be moving in a steady channel towards 
—I must take this opportunity of saying—an extension of the 
realistic method to the middle class. It is to be noted that whereas, 
of all the novelists and playwrights of the older generation, Gals¬ 
worthy was the only one to have had a public school and Oxford or 
Cambridge University education, several of the newer novelists 
belonged to families in which intensive culture was familiar; and 
for this reason, when they came to write of familiar life, they no 
longer dealt with poor boys and girls as Wells and Bennett, Moore 
and Gissing, Pett Ridge and Arthur Morrison, had done. The novel 
had taken a step upward in the social grade; it was still to be realistic, 
but it had become what my gardener calls ‘^more classical.” 


• ii. Rose Macaulay 

I MijST excfpt Rose Macaulay at once from any general statement 
as to the influence of the Wellsian or Bennettian novel. I must, 
in. fact, except all the young women writers of that day; for their 
interest in the doings of cits and groundlings was small and un¬ 
friendly. Either they wrote of the cultured and financially inde¬ 
pendent, or they embraced the rural, the raggle-taggle gipsy, the 
honje farm, the Fells, and the old family. How conservative of 
them! 

Possibly the fact that Rose Macaulay is the daughter of a pro¬ 
fessor (her father was G. C. Macaulay, a good scholar, and Lecturer 
in English Literature at Cambridge University) is accountable for 
her detached attitude towards the human species; but whatever the 
cause she has always, apfiarently, terrified others by a sort of 
immunity from weakness and great causticity of comment. I take 
these items on •trust from printed or spoken report: personally, I 
have not noticed the causticity or indeed any occasion for terror. 
To me. Rose Macaulay has always seemed one of the kindest and 
least affected of all English litprary women. She does, it is true, bring 
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her mind to bear upon the conversation, and she is a little brisk 
(as well as indistinct of speech, in the manner of some Cantabs of 
her generation); but that is all. She is as far as possible from the 
greatest sin of English women writers—the desire to impress. 

As I see it, the trouble about Rose Macaulay is that she has 
always felt herself to be fully adult in a world of children. Not her 
own children, and not altogether nasty little brats, but children in 
whom, for their own good, she takes an auntly interest and to whom 
she finds it necessary, in print, to administer slightly repressive 
words of reason. She has a strong moral sense, much scepticism, a 
great dislike of those who are cruel, thoughtless, stupid, and selfish, 
and a feeling between pity and contempt for those who are in¬ 
nocently silly. And she cannot restrain her wish to demonstrate the 
undesirability in a civilized community of the stupid and the silly. 
At the beginning of her life she thought she could lecture these 
faults of mankind out of existence. Later she hoped to ridicule them 
to death. Later still, in her best and most seriously underrated 
novels, “And No Man’s Wit” and “They Were Defeated,” she 
showed that the power of ridicule was not the greatest gift she had. 
But she always felt mature and wise; and in her very first novel, 
“Abbots Verncy” (1906), there is the strongest possible air of grown- 
upness and knowing better than others. 

Rose Macaulay continued to publish novels—one of them, “The 
Lee Shore,” winning a £1,000 prize competition—upon themes 
suggested by the trend of current thought; and for several years 
her books were intelligent, serious, critical, and illuminative of* 
the minds of middle-class people of culture. Butithe War changed 
many things/or this writer, andmfe, from being a pis al^er^ became 
something of a futility^ Had she preserved the solem'mty-of her first 
youthful tales, she no doubt would have become a sort of Mrs. 
Humphry Ward (cultured, current, and for those of goodwill and 
breeciing highly instructive); but she had a faculty denied to Mrs. 
Humphry Ward. It was the faculty of derision; and derision became 
tremendously Ae fashion among intelligent people immediately 
after the War. At was a way of shrugging one’s shoulders and wash- . 
ing one’s hanos of the politicians and admitting wryly that life was 
“a poor business,” while at the same time indicating that one knew 
of much better ways of managing mankind than any that had been 
tried^ccordingly, after the War (and she now seems to ign9re her 
pre-war novels). Rose Macaulay definitfily gave herself to the com¬ 
position of topical comedies. These faintly extravagant and ridicul¬ 
ing povels follow a formula. They collect a number* of cranks and 
sillies and puzzled people, twist and turn them for our laughter, 
burlesque common vulgarities by quotation (as Henry Mencken* 
burlesques them in “Americana”) or by merciless ridicule, and are 
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uniformly crushing towards sentimentalists. One pictures these un¬ 
fortunate 'characters—^who of course are primed with every con¬ 
temporary cliche—as dashing, full of enthusiasm, like dirty little 
boys, into the clean, well-aired, slightly underheated house of a 
female connection. They are too excited with their fancies to wipe 
their shoes or their noses; and they run up to Rose Macaulay (in the 
silly way of thoughtless children) to pour out their fatal nonsense. 
“And the bull . . . the aeroplane. . . . Positivism . . . advertisement 
... amazing.. .. Youth ...”—these are their excitements, the things 
they have just found. Rose Macaulay listens with a quiet smile, a 
little remote. Finally she says, crisply: “Yes, very interesting. Now, 
don’t you think you’d better wash your hands and come to luncheon ?” 
Or “Yes, I know; but that was said quite a hundred years ago by 
William Godwin.” Or “You shouldn’t say ‘mephitic,’ darling; you 
mean ‘dense,’ don’t you? Like yourself.” I wonder she is not at 
times haunted by the poor wretches whom she has so unsparingly 
made amusing in her books. Perhaps that fate is in store for her. She 
has sympathy for none but the critically alert, those who stand aside 
from the foUies of man and laugh (not jeer) lest they should weep 
with exasperation and shame. As her firs^eroine said—can hear 
Rose Macaulay using the words herself: fit always rather riles me 
... to see people behaving in what strikes me—well, as a foolish 
maijner of behaving you know.” She is not really angry, not hot 
with the passion of a zealot; only impatient with the noisy and self- 
deceiving and easily fooled. She cannot endure their idocy. But for 
'the bystanders who virtuously never make fools of themselves she 
has a fellow-feeling, because (she says it of Rome, the heroine of 
“Tojd b;^ ^n Idiot”): 

• 

“Without opposition and without heat, she had refused to be 
made an active participant in the business, but had watched it from 
her seat in the stalls as a curious and entertaining show.” 


Cui?ous and entertaining. You might have thought she would be 
.a realist? Not at all; for the duffers and cranks and cowards, taken 
as a matter of course by realists, and as a matter for reverent treat¬ 
ment by defenders of all emasculates from the pressure of machinery 
and convention, move her but to kughter. 

(Thf laughter is without maliceJCt is the laughter of one quick to 
notice absurdity and drily tarecor^t. It is the laughter of one who is 


impatient of vanity and muddle; one who, while up-to-date with 
news of all intellectual and social movements, and busily aware 9f all 
the latest freaks and follies, is incurably Conservative; one who, with 
•much kindness and goodness and indeed much sweetness in her 
temperament, has litde pure.imaginatioi^ ^ 
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iii. Sheila Kaye-Smifh 

C LOSELY following upon Rose Macaulay in this new movement 
of novelists came Sheila Kaye-Smith, whose first novel, “The 
Tramping Methodist,” was published in 1908. She was born at St. 
Leonards, a Sussex seaside resort, and her father was a doctor. She 
has an entirely different opinion of mankind from Rose Macaulay. 
She is more humane, or more pitiful, than her sister-novelist. She is 
not amused by follies, or exasperated by them, but seriously traces 
their rise and influence. On the whole, her vision of life is tragic. 
Let her but see a duU woman looking over a hedge, and where 
Rose Macaulay would picture a sentimental gossip who might 
amusingly take her newspaper-fed mind on to a desert island in 
company with a dozen other absurd creatures, Sheila Kaye-Smith 
at once quietly pictures that woman in her home, a little dumb, and 
possibly doomed (as she would be in a novel by Hardy or Eden 
Phillpotts) to frustrated passion or contented matrimony with a 
poacher. She is not sceptical, but devout, a Catholic. She cares less 
for the town than for the countryside, which she knows by heart. 
Set her down in a village, and she will at once weave a story about it 
which brings in several generations of squires, the doctor, perhaps a 
gipsy, some animals, the ploughing of the land, both love and 
silent pain, lush grass, starry nights, a convincing picture of rural 
England. But I do not think anybody in the story will make a joke, 
or be the subject of a joke. 

Taking the county of Sussex for her own ground (and in spite of 
Kipling, Belloc, and E. V. Lucas Sussex had no officifil novelist), 
Sheila Kaye-Smith has made Sussex, which to many of us is* a holiday 
home and the name of an adored cricket team, as much a place of 
simple passion and pride as Devon or Dorset. She has perhaps been 
influenced in theme and conception by the novels of Thomas Hardy 
and by Galsworthy’s chronicle of the Forsyte family; but when she 
began writing novels a love of writing, and no literary influence, 
was the spur. The early books were slight, a young girl’s dreams of 
romance in dingles and upon the Downs; but the later ones, as the 
author’s touch grew more sure, show an increase in confidence and 
power, as well as in bulk and solidity. “Little England” and “Joanna 
Godden,” the more ambitious “Tamarisk Town” and “The pnd of 
the House of Alard,” and their companions, have brought Sheila 
Kaye-Smith in the quarter-century of her literary activity to a high 
placjf among her male and female professional contefnporaries; and 
in one respect she is, I believe, superior to all the other equally 
industrious tracUtional novelists of about her own age. 

That^espect is an important one in,the craft of fiction, although 



236 THE GEORGIAN LITERARY SCENE 

it is often under-valued by amateurs^Sheila Kaye-Smith’s novels, 
which at-first took a rather conventionally unconventional View of 
love, grew steadily in that substance which comes of care in building. 
They told sober and progressive stories, into which one was slowly 
inducted and in which one never—^the point is two-edged, and yet 
I must make it—wholly lost oneself. And above all they were 
models of construction, with the quiet beginning, the natural 
development of interest, the clean drawing of character, the attain¬ 
ment of a serious warmth of emotion, and sometimes—for she has 
courage—the climax of death or disaster.^Conscience was in them, 
and comment was absent from thenA They'were dramatic narratives, 
which stood of their own accord'as excellent, honourable work. 


iv. Henry Handel Richardson 

I N that same year of 1908 which saw the publication of Sheila 
Kaye-Smith’s “The Tramping Methodist,’" another first novel 
appeared of which the history has been one of the strange records 
of our time. The book was c^led “Maurice Guest,” and the author 
was described as Henry Handel Richardson. Nobody knew any¬ 
thing of Henry Handel Richardson, and “Maurice Guest,” being 
published, was praised in the newspapers, sold out its first edition, 
was reprinted seven months later, and thereafter seemed to be at the 
end of its active life. Never was such an assumption more false. 

• The book remained out of print; but its life continued very extra¬ 
ordinarily, for writers of all kinds passed the word to each other 
tha^ this w^s something of a masterpiece, and “Maurice Guest” was 
a legend* in the professional world. The author published another 
novel, “The Getting of Wisdom,” in 1910, and this novel failed to 
repeat the mysterious success of “Maurice Guest,” so that just as 
the public ignored Henry Handel Richardson the writers knew him 
only as the unidentified author of a single book. Between 1910 and 
I9J4 it was a favourite sport of literary journalists to write articles 
naming outstanding young novelists, and to paw the young reputa¬ 
tions by asking whether this one was better than that, or whether 
this one had increased his reputation by his latest book or slipped 
back a point in the busy race for distinction and the like. But Henry 
Handd Richardson was never, as far as I recall, included in the 
field. D. H. Lawrence, Cor^pton Mackenzie, Hugh Walpole, Gilbert 
Caiman, W. L. George, J. D. Beresford, Sheila Kaye-Smith;—but 
no mention df the author of “Maurice Guest.” And yet, jqst as 
Falkner’s “The Nebuly Coat” and “Thte Lost Stradivarius” had their 
cult, so “Maurice Guest” quietly passed from hand to hand, and its 
name from tongue to tongpe. 
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Seven years elapsed before Henry Handel Richardson began to 
publish a three-volume history of the life of ‘an Australian doctor 
named Richard Mahony; and at length a new edition of “Maurice 
Guest” made its appearance with what must have been one of the 
earliest prefaces written by Hugh Walpole. It was politely greeted 
(in 1922), and thereafter its admirers had less difficulty in obtaining 
copies for their friends; but even yet its great qualities have been 
insufficiently recognized. “Maurice Guest” is a very good novel in¬ 
deed. It combines apparent literalness with subtlety, and passion 
with wisdom, in an altogether exceptional manner. For those in¬ 
terested in the technique of the novel, it shows as few other books 
do the possibility of combining narrative with Henry James’s 
“blessed law of successive aspects,” and the unromantic treatment 
of a romantic theme which yet leaves no tenderness and no conflict 
of mood and personality unrevealed. It is a book full of subtlety, 
as rich as living memory, as detached as a philosopher’s mind. Al¬ 
though it moves slowly, it is never tedious; although, towards the 
end, the scenes turn upon a single note, it is never repetitive. Every 
scene takes us deeper and deeper into heart and nature. It might, we 
feel, be transcript; but no transcript could so surely keep to the 
essential. 

The story, if I state it baldly, will seem obvious enough. It is that 
of a young Englishman who, against the wish of his mother, 
abandons schoolmastering in England for a period of pianoforte 
study in Leipsic. There, besides meeting other man, he makes the 
acquaintance of a kind and very shrewd young Englishwoman; ' 
and he falls in love with an Australian girl who is already the mistress 
of a young composer and amorist. The stages by whicji Maurice 
moves, first to acquaintance, then to friendship, and finally to tragic, 
torturing emotional relationship with this girl are described in 
detail, for they form the substance of the narrative, and they cul¬ 
minate in his suicide. But the book is no simple study of frustrate 
love; it has a profundity and searching analysis which deeply 
excites the reader who cares at all to understand ways of thought 
and feeling. 

“The Fortunes of Richard Mahony,” a trilogy which occupies 
over a thousand pages and covers two-thirds of a man’s life in 
Australia, back in England, and again in Australia, has many of the 
same qualities which make “Maurice Guest” so remarkable.,It has 
not the poignancy of the shorter book, f^r the reason that its action 
is diffused; and most of the book is less immediate, less urgent in 
mood than the concentrated interest of “Maurice Gdest” compels. 
But tnis very fact allows one to see what is the outstanding virtue of 
Henry Handel Richardson as a novelist—steadiness of vision and 
\ sobriety of judgment allied to very exceptional imaginative power. 
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The method is so quiet that its merit, and in fact the essential imagi¬ 
nativeness of the work, may be missed by those eager for display; a 
little formal as to style, it has not the pace and brilliance of the best 
very modern exhibitions of life. But the touch is unerring. 

Critics of ‘‘Maurice Guest” all assumed that the book was the 
work of a man. Whether men or women are the actors they are por¬ 
trayed with equal assurance; and some of the scenes between the 
male characters are among the most memorable. But Henry Handel 
Richardson was a woman, the daughter of an Australian doctor, 
and the wife of Professor J. G. Robertson, who for many years was 
Professor of German Language and Literature at London Univer¬ 
sity. During her life of authorship she was hardly at all known to the 
world as a novelist; and this without doubt long retarded that 
general acclaim which came to her in time to cause legitimate 
delight. 


V. Oliver Onions and J. D. Beresford 

^‘But today writers and painters no longer speak from Sinai-clouds. Rather, from 
the pavement-edge, packed closer than the vendors of penny-toya” 

Oliver Onions rUttle Devil Doubl, 

I 'jURN now to two men who belong more directly than any of the 
women I have named to the school which was modern in 1910. 
The major works of both are in the key of Wells and Bennett. 

. “Little Devil Doubt,” by Onions, and the Jacob Stahl trilogy of 
Beresford are alike in the sense that both skim the lives of young 
men who, with artistic impulses, have their misadventures in 
business,* J^nd especially in the business of advertising. Drawing was 
Onions’s first love; and architecture Beresford’s. Both knew from 
experience what the insides of business offices are like. Both were 
rueful as to what happens in business offices; and as to what happens 
to young men whose ambition surpasses performance. There is in the 
work of both this air of ruefulness; but with Onions it has an 
accompaniment of joyless jocularity and with Beresford that of a 
melancholy smile. Onions is harsh, Beresford sad. 

It is somewhat the same with the two men as with their work; 
for Onions has a grimness of demeanour which throws out a sug¬ 
gestion of force and resentment, whereas Beresford, who was 
early crippled as the result of an unfortunate accident, regarded 
the world with thoughtful sweetness but without vivacity. Both 
were realists, in the sense that if they contemplated any sce^e or 
circumstance they did it without sentim^tality: their reactions to it, 

. though not identical, were in accordCHaving scf.n the world of 
pushmg and unscrupulous men, they dia not hide it from themselves 
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by any curtain of false emotion.^There it is, they said: what are you 
going to do about it? Neither would fake an attitude. The strength 
of both lay rather in associative memory than in imagination. 

Onions, a Yorkshireman, was once for a period in control of an 
Art Department in the Amalgamated Press (publishers of many 
magazines and weekly periodicals founded by Alfred Harmsworth, 
Lord Northcliffe), and his first book was published at the beginning 
of the century. It was a collection of chats in the manner of “The 
Dolly Dialogues,” but it did not achieve the lightness of the original. 
He then wrote a number of short stories, many of them powerful 
and some of them dealing with uncanny themes, which he has col¬ 
lected into volume form as “Tales of a Far Riding,” “Widdershins,” 
and “Draw in Your Stool.” But until the nineteen-forties, when he 
had a new flowering, and achieved a new reputation, with some 
remarkable historical tales, his chief books were the two semi- 
autobiographical studies of ambitious young men, “Little Devil 
Doubt” and “Good Boy Seldom,” and the brief masterpiece of 
grimness, “In Accordance with the Evidence.” This last, which he 
injudiciously followed with sequels called “The Debit Account” 
and “The Story of Louie,” remains in its own genre unsurpassed. 

It was begun as a short story; and it grew by the demands of its 
material to the length of a brief novel. It arose from the notion that 
a young student of shorthand, bent upon murdering a rival, m^ht 
obtain from that rival, under pretence of speed-exercise and sub¬ 
sequent transcription, a confession of suicide. He would thus 
clear his own path, and escape detection. The ruse succeeds; the, 
tale, being told in the first person singular, is an exercise in that 
harsh vigour for which Onions’s character yields all the smff. “In 
Accordance with the Evidence” is not a pretty book; the,ihanner of 
it is even common and gritty, as such a theme demands that it should 
be; but it is like no other book, and it bears rereading after its 
denouement has lost all surprise. It has, that is to say, a permanent 
quality. 

The remaining realistic works of Onions lack momentum; one 
reads them with respect for their veracity, but one is conscious 3 iat 
the author is not a natural creator of illusion. He has no magic. And 
in the case of “Little Devil Doubt” and “Good Boy Seldom,” both 
of which are very sincere books based upon experience, the bio¬ 
graphical method has a serious defect. It has always, in the work of 
every writer who has essayed it, had this defect./A novelist* using, 
with however much skill and finesse, the skeletcJh of his own life 
and memory, tends to leave his central figure a coloin'less nonentity, 
a something to which experiences occurjFor himself, that central 
figure is filled ii^ by substantial memory—by egotism; but for the. 
reader the central figure, a name only,^represents vacuum. He has 
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traits, but no character. He may suffer; but he is not objectively pre¬ 
sent. Thajt is a cause of loss of interest in the progress of the book; 
for unless every detail has importance of its own (which it has for the 
writer) the book ceases to hold attention. It is the same whether the 
book is a narrative or an introspective study of personality; for un¬ 
less the author deliberately creates for his chief actor a personality 
larger than life, there is nothing upon which the reader can fix his 
eye or his imagination. “Little Devil Doubt” and “Good Boy 
Seldom” are iridescent to the author, because they are charged with 
fthe colours of living memory: to the reader, who unfortunately, 
nowever eager, has no comparable self-identificatio^ they are dead 
because recognition of truth is an insufficient challenge to sym- 
pathy. 

nrhis criticism, in effect, could be levelled^ith almost as much 
force at the Jacob Stahl trilogy of Beresford, which has the advan¬ 
tage, however, that Beresford does make recognizable persons of 
those with whom Stahl is brought into contact. Whether these are 
men or women, they are seen—shall we say?—with greater malice 
than any of Onions’s characters; with clearer incisiveness. Moreover, 
there is an attempt to create the personality of Jacob Stahl: the other 
people in the tales do react to such a man, and criticize him as if he 
were there. We come to believe that however lacking he may be in 
the^ positives of human nature, at least he is rich in negatives. But if 
you take away from “The Early History of Jacob Stahl,” “A Candi¬ 
date for Truth,” and “The Invisible Event” the plain veracity with 
, which they tell what happened to Jacob Stahl, I wonder how much 
is left for the imagination to dwell upon? 

As if in response to that criticism, for he gave a truthful answer 
to any qtf^stion one put to him, Beresford only once after the pub¬ 
lication of “The Invisible Event” returned to the personal memoir. 
He probably saw its weakness as clearly as anybody could do. He 
experimented with other technical methods, and went so far as to 
tell a couple of mystery stories; but while his most vigorous novel 
is probably “The House in Demetrius Road” (also his greatest 
success, ruined by the outbreak of the First World War), his 
most characteristic books were those in which he sought to express 
in the form of fiction some of the philosophical conceptions of the 
modern world. He was always a reader of philosophy, was always 
interested in current ideas. His books tended more and more to 


present these ideas, and his reflections upon intellectual tendencies, 
in the form of stories. What Rose Macaulay did with mirth and 
ridicule, Beresford did meditatively and with greater respect for the 
thoughts of others. Where Rose Macaulay dismissed what her 
rather old-fashioned mind did not much relish, Beresford absorbed 
it all without for a moment changing his expression of resigned calm. 
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(what is happening in the world?’’ he asked* and by the world he 
•meant'the universal _mind. And instead ot answcrin^’yar 
Macadl^T^E^?}^^ brisHy do,' Tori 5 >T''nonsense^^ his 

^Tgr^efy^'patTentTy foFari Snswer. J 

He wanted to know whatever men thought. His thirst for such 
knowledge was unquenchable. That early book of his, ^‘The Hamp- 
denshire Wonder,” which some suppose to be the tale of a monster, 
is in reality a dream fantasy, the tale of a child who fulfilled Beres- 
ford’s own ambition, to be as full of knowledge as the “Encyclo¬ 
paedia Britannica.” Health and temperament and circumstance 
were against him in the personal quest for omniscience^ delicate 
boyhood, with its lasting effect upon his constitution, greatly de¬ 
layed his maturity. Failure in muscular energy accounted for the 
absence of all boisterousness from his work^ Because of such 
delicacy, Beresford’s early reading was desultcJ^, and it was only 
after other ways of life had been tried that he became at last a writer 
and systematic reader. First he planned to an architect; but, tiring 
of architecture, he wrote advertising copy^ovel-writing was, if not 
an after-thought, a slowly-developed aim^nd it was not until he 
was nearly forty that he joined the ranks or those who were known 
in the 1910’s as “the younger generation of novelists.” 

Even then, in 1911, when he was influenced by the vogue for 
which “The Way of All Flesh,” “Tono-Bungay,” and “Qlay- 
hanger” had been original models, he was far from being one of the 
joyous amateurs. On the contrary, he had less profusion than 
mastery. His hand was firm; he was not adventurous; it was his owr> 
story that he candidly related. And the story? The man? Not without 
significance are the facts that he was at one time an expert chess¬ 
player and that his chief hobby was joinery. Architecture; chess; 
joinery; all of them crafts of form and adjustment and rule. Beres- 
ford wrote many books; and not one of those books was casual or 
untidy or tumultuous. All were written with precision and scrupu¬ 
lousness; all are reflective and without colour.ftf one cannot read 
them with excitement, one does at least read them with respect and 
deep admiration of the skill, the practised and finished craft of tneir 
opening, development, and resolution. I 


vi. Compton Mackenzie, Hugh Walpole,^ 
Gilbert Canjian ^ 

W HETHER he was stirred by the coming of a new King, or not, 
I cannot say: I havemever asked him. But a young man 
decided in i9io^to change his employment. He thought that instead, 
of reading books for another publisher he would start a publishing 

• . " Q 
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business of his own. For the purpose, he would use the very large 
sum of one thousand pounds which happened to be in his possession 
at the time. Within a few months he had acquired offices in the 
Adelphi, had arranged to publish one or two books by writers 
known to him, and had cast his eye expertly among the young 
authors of the day for those whom it would interest him to publish. 
He was resolved to confine his list to those whose work he per¬ 
sonally admired. And first of all he wrote to a novelist whose book 
he had formerly recommended to his employer, only to be over¬ 
ruled by a higher power. He mentioned his earlier recommendation. 
The author responded that the admired book had since been de¬ 
clined by several other publishers, and that he would be delighted to 
accept the offer now made to him. His name was Compton Mac¬ 
kenzie; the book was *‘The Passionate Elopement**; and the pub¬ 
lisher was Martin Seeker. 

Another young writer of novels happened also to be ready to 
consider a new publisher; and he too brought his work to the 
Adelphi, with the result that Gilbert Cannan*s “Round the Corner** 
was added to Secker*s list. And as Hugh Walpole at the same time 
published (with the same publisher) his fourth novel, “Fortitude,** 
and Mackenzie followed “The Passionate Elopement’* with 
“Carnival,** the new firm made so definite an impression upon 
gen^xal attention that most people supposed a new school of 
novelists to have been founded. Mackenzie, Cannan, Walpole; they 
were not in the least like the three musketeers; but they stood to¬ 
gether in the bold advertisements as if they were inseparable. 

In Henry James’s famous article on the novelists of his day, to 
the jseniors Wells, Bennett, and Conrad, were added four juniors. 
They werS .’Mackenzie, Cannan, Walpole, and (“toiling in the dusty 
rear”) D. H. Lawrence, James did not mention Beresford, W. L. 
George, Sheila Kaye-Smith, E. M. Forster, or Oliver Onions. He 
highly praised Mackenzie, whom he had known as a child, was a 
little shy of Cannan, and while hedging on the books spoke of Wal- 
pol^ personally with warm affection and hope. Lawrence, of course, 
he could not stomach: it is clear that Lawrence must have affected 
James as anything wild, screeching, and unprofitable would have 
done. That is not the point at the moment (Lawrence will be 
spoken of in a later chapter); what I wish to establish is that once 
again these three novelists were linked together and, simultaneously, 
singled out as typical of tl;ieir generation. Henry James had then 
great power to influence the minds of the fashionable minority. 

Mackenzie 'Wzs off to the best start. His first book had been very 
highly praised, and his second book,‘“Carnival,** which had the 
title of a favourite sentimental ballet, took readers behind the 
scenes of the theatre, into young men’s love affairs, and into the 
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West Country, which for some time previously had been a recog¬ 
nized Venue for passion and tragedy. It had other qualities, which 
are those of the author; but these were the features which assured 
popular success. “Carnival” ran away with the English public; 
just as “Fortitude” did with the American public. Of the three, 
Cannan was the least generally read, but his work, too, was con¬ 
sidered to have special distinction; and all the world knew that 
successors to Wells, Bennett, and Galsworthy had been found. It 
became a favourite pastime for critics to compile lists of young 
novelists destined to greatness. Gradually it was established that 
Mackenzie, Cannan, Walpole, Forster, Lawrence, and Beresford 
were the coming boys. Brett Young was heard of later (his first 
single-handed novel was not published until 1914); and W. L. 
George, although he wrote at least one interesting book, “The 
Making of an Englishman,” did not quite fit into the galley. Of 
the Big Six four had been to either Oxford or Cambridge, and 
Beresford was a public school boy. Only Lawrence continued the 
tradition of Shaw, Wells, and Bennett in coming to literature by the 
direct route. 

Now Mackenzie is related to half the theatrical families in 
England. The theatre is thus in his blood, a fact which should not 
be forgotten in any consideration of his work. His father was 
Edward Compton, a very celebrated player in old comedy aad in 
costume drama; his mother was Virginia Bateman, member of an 
equally distinguished family of actors and actresses. It is no wonder 
that his first literary work should have been a play, and when hb 
attempted the novel he made it a romantic tale of Bath in the days of 
its glory, when manners were manners and petticoatis^ petticoats. 
He was born in West Hartlepool at the beginning of 1883, went to 
St. Paul’s School, in London, and subsequently to Oxford. It was his 
ambition to be a poet, an ambition encouraged (it must be observed) 
by the atmosphere of Oxford, which developed in its imdergraduates 
a taste for verse; and when he left the University Mackenzie retired 
to the West of England to cultivate a garden and the Muse. • 

Following the success of “The Passionate Elopement,” he rcr 
turned to London, and there, amid all the excitements of the Russian 
ballet, some work for the theatre, and much talk, for which he has a 
great gift, he wrote his second novel, “Carnival,” a book about 
contemporary life. “Carnival” showed that Mackenzie wa# one of 
the few writers able to dramatize the Cockney scene. The Cockney 
passages in the book are among the best things of their kind in 
modern writing; for Mackenzie’s strong humour and power of 
improvisation are at their freest. But the book also showed that when 
inspiration (and the Cockney scene) failed him he was inclined to 
relapse into romance, Cornishness, and,a rather fin-de-sikle emotional- 
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ism. The end of “Carnival,” accordingly, was in a different genre 
from the rest of the book. 

It is upon the successor to “Carnival,” which was called “Sinister 
Street,” and a greatly admired appendage called “Guy and Pauline,” 
that Mackenzie’s fame long rested and perhaps still rests. “Sinister 
Street” is among the few novels of its period which are remembered. 
It is the picture of the development of a very precocious boy into a 
sophisticated young man of the nineteen-tens, and the picture is 
painted with a detail and wealth of reference unattempted by other 
authors of Mackenzie’s experience. It illustrates most of its author’s 
gifts, and all his faults. It is lavish, it contains rodomontade, it is 
literary, sentimental, and florid. But it has no timidities; it is large 
and confident; it is a picture of something more than a single life. 
It is the record of a departed generation. That it contains many 
passages in false taste I believe: it is so much the more true for that. 

Mackenzie followed “Sinister Street” with “Guy and Pauline,” 
always considered to be his best novel by those who are not troubled 
by its sentiment; and there seemed to be before him a long and un¬ 
broken career of romantic writing, fluent, beautiful, and picturesque. 
Of all the young writers of the time, he had the widest range—^from 
fashion to the theatre, from common life among the London poor to 
life among the rural middle class, from poets to comedians, from 
highways to byways of human nature. Assuming the continuance of 
tradition, he could do anything he liked. But at this point the First 
European War broke out; and he was immediately involved in it. 
None of the writers of his generation so eagerly welcomed the path 
of glory. 

He was attached to Ian Hamilton’s staff, and went to the Dar¬ 
danelles, as to which he has given a picture in “Gallipoli Memories” 
of his own natural courage and enjoyment of danger; later, he was 
Military Control Officer in Athens and Director of Intelligence 
elsewhere in Greece. At once he became legendary; tales were told 
of his exploits with spies and uniforms; he was in his element as a 
romantic leader and counter-plotter, fearless, adventurous, and 
extraordinarily receptive to all the delights of so romantic a life. 
The quickness of his mind, the power he has of establishing what is 
not so much friendship as a ruthless intimacy of understanding, his 
sense of the picturesque, all made him enjoy his work as a boy 
enjoys playing at pirates. For the duration of the First World War 
he had a whole international situation at his fingertips. 

But this ended, and he resumed his writing of novels. In 1918 
and 1919 he published the two halves of “The Adventures of Sylvia 
Scarlett,” which he personally considers' his best book. He followed 
this with a trilogy dealing with the life of a parson; and he also wrote 
very rapidly a munber of less, serious books which were^ widely read 
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but which disappointed those who had expected from Macken2ie 
many.additions to the serious literature of*his country* He could 
still begin a book—as, for example, "‘The Seven Ages of Woman” 
—^in a way to capture imagination and set it roving into adventurous 
distance; but he was for a time victimized by his own fluency, and 
the books were less good than one had hoped from their beginnings 
that they were going to be. Farce was always possible to him; no 
man alive had a greater readiness of comic invention, comic dia¬ 
logue, general absurdity. “Poor Relations,” “Rich Relatives,” “The 
Old Men of the Sea” (an adventure book full of Stevensonian en¬ 
joyment of treasure, barratry, and combat) followed each other with 
rapidity. Charming evocations of the past, such as “Our Street” and 
“The Darkening Green”, revived general appreciation of his great 
gifts. But it was not until he began to write in the vein of 
reminiscence that he achieved fully once again the status of the pre- 
War years. Here for the first time that delightful side of his talent, 
the gift of anecdote, mimicry, and narration which makes him so 
admirable a conversationalist, was offered to the public in literary 
form. 

I am particularly glad of the fact, for while it is easy for those 
who study such matters to imagine that “Sinister Street,” “Guy 
and Pauline,” “Carnival,” and even the much later “Four Winds of 
Love” between them present a romanticized version of Mackenzie’s 
own life, this version omits any record of the Mackenzie who is 
known to his friends. In the books, the young hero is from time to 
time neurotic, a prig, a verbose bore. Mackenzie is none of these 
things. He has without doubt the most vivid personality of all the 
novelists of the generation young in 1910. He has also, in my opinion, 
the greatest talent among these writers (observe the wojfl italicized, 
and bear in mind its limitation). He must as a child have been very 
precocious; and he has preserved an altogether exceptional memory 
of the events and surroundings of his life. But while memory plays 
an active part in a number both of his early and his late works, it is 
memory dramatized and newly charged with feeling. Mackenzie has 
dramatized childhood in “Our Street” and “The Darkening 
Green”; he dramatized the Cockney scene in “Carnival,” and 
sophisticated youth in “Sinister Street,” because it is his habit to 
dramatize everything in the world, from Compton Mackenzie to 
the last person he met in the street. He is a raconteur, a mimic, and a 
born improviser. He has an actor’s gjft for making any scene in 
which he has taken part dramatically credible, and at the same time 
fantastically amusing. He is inexhaustible in puns, ^inventions, and 
meftiories. • 

In the long-run, the author’s personality and the accidents of hi^ 
birth should not and do not affect a judgment of the value of liis 



24 ^ THE GEORGIAN LITERARY SCENE 

work; but as the present book is not exclusively a literary criticism 
I think it right to say that for all who know Mackenzie his work is 
coloured by a sense of the irresistible personality from which it 
arises. If Mackenzie had never written a word he would be a 
character. There is something old and yet charmingly immature 
in his manner; a boyishness that is quite half composed of worldly 
wisdom. His demeanour, although never imperious, is lordly. His 
talk has none of the floridness of his longer and more studied prose 
passages; it is high-spirited, droll, full of a sense of audience. He 
will in ten minutes give one an account of an episode in which he has 
taken part; and at the end of it one will have had—slightly cari¬ 
catured—the deportment of everybody concerned in the episode. 

That vividness of mimicry, of course, is absent from the printed 
word. One there has the inventiveness and the fun, but not the tone. 
Furthermore, I think Mackenzie gives so much of his talent first of 
all to sportive conversation and then to a recital of the plans he has 
made for future books that the novels themselves, when written, 
invariably seem to be less brilliant than the first sketches of them 
which one has heard rendered with such verve. This explains, I 
think, in part the discrepancy between different estimates of the 
importance of Mackenzie’s work. To his friends, that work will 
always be charged with a thousand tones and expressions which 
strangers may miss. But at the same time there is this to be re¬ 
membered : Mackenzie is not the only writer whose work is colder 
than his talk. And, since critics of books are to speak of them as 
books, it must I think be granted that Mackenzie’s books suffer 
from two things. One of these things is a changed fashion; for 
Mackenzie belongs quite distinctly to his generation at Oxford, 
which adol^d the poeticized phrase and a romanticized decadence. 
The other thing is his own conception of the novelist^s obligation 
to .entertain the reader. 

f Nobody who can take his nose out of jesthetics and ethics will 
doubt the right of the novelist to entertain reader^Indeed, the only 
pertinent question which one would be likely to h^ from sagacious 
persons in response to such a claim is, “What readers?” We all try 
to pertain; but the person we try most eagerly to entertain is our- 
selr^t is to ourself that we present each sentence we write; and if 
ouf^lf is not pleased with it, we either push him upon one side or we 
rewrite the sentencA In Mackenzie’s case, the self is at times indul¬ 
gent. HS has a very^trong awareness of himself; he amuses himself. 
At his best, he is a good critic, because the range of his mind and 
sympathy is wide; but there are times when his taste betrays him, 
when an early tolerance of what he calls the faux bon supervenes. 
JThen a flicker of what I should call false romanticism casts purple 
upon his writing and rose upon his picture. That is his chief fault as 
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a serious writer. When he is in spirits, he has no superiors as a 
farcicati raconteur; but for some reason, into*which I hare no time 
to probe, farce has still to be reckoned among the highest forms of 
literary art. If I were to add that his sense of the comic is too great 
to allow him passion or the depths of tragic imagination, I should go 
beyond knowledge: I therefore add only that Mackenzie has still 
not plumbed his talent to the depths. 

There were some who thought in 1913 that a greater gift than 
Mackenzie’s was in process of getting itself expressed. They found in 
Gilbert Cannan’s ‘‘Round the Corner” the product of a less romantic 
mind more apt to give us in fiction something of the form and 
pressure of the time. Cannan was a young man from Manchester, 
who had been at Cambridge University, and who besides writing 
novel reviews for The Manchester Guardian had acted as dramatic 
critic for The Star, His dramatic criticism was scathing—as scathing, 
I believe, as anything written nowadays in criticism by our youngest 
intellectual bigots;—and his mind melancholy with regretful dis¬ 
dain of all elders whatsoever. He was a very tall and handsome 
young man, of whom one thought as Hamlet because he was so 
often lost in moody meditation, and because his expression, even 
when he smiled, was a sad one; but if statuesque he was not un¬ 
friendly, and he was a man of both talents and parts. 

His first book, “Peter Homunculus,” published in 1909, w^s by 
way of being a self-study; his second was a less interesting account 
of a disagreeable episode. The third, “Round the Corner” (that was 
where life was), had as its motto—or rather, as the first of its many 
mottoes, for it was studded with aphorisms—the words: 

“On veut essayer de peindre ^ la posterite, non les.actions d’un 
seul homme, mais I’esprit des hommes dans le siecle le plus eclaire 
qui fut jamais.— Single de Louis XIV.” 

And, true to his motto, Cannan proceeded to describe with much 
detail the lives and opinions of a father (he has unwillingly begome 
a clergyman in his youth, because although promised a commissioi^ 
in the army he has had the commission filched from him by a 
younger brother), his children, and all those affiliated persons who 
go to make up a domestic and extra-domestic circle. “Round the 
Corner” was a good and opinionated novel; for it was not^enough 
for Cannan that he should tell what l^^ppened to members of the 
family, and so he had many sententious things to say of life, marriage, 
freedom, and such-like matters. The book had vitality and humour, 
and it is as readable today as it was when it was published. But it 
was to be the jpest book Cannan ever wrote. 

He wrote much after it, “Old Mole,” “Young Earnest,” “Tie 
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Stucco House,” ‘‘Pink Roses,” and others (a good dozen of them) 
before his* lamentable illness; but of these only the novel'called 
“Mendel,” which told the story, or was Cannan’s version of the 
story, of a young painter who was also Cannan’s friend, was in any 
serious degree outstanding. Although opinions multiplied and 
verbosity increased, the talent remained stationary, and was covered 
at last with a kind of rank growth of words. He made no progress; 
while his rivals went their different ways to the War, he stayed in 
London or in a cottage in the country, and at last became so ill that 
his work had to be abandoned. But the talent had been real enough, 
as those who will read “Round the Corner” and “Mendel” can 
determine to this day. 

Nor was its exercise confined to the novel; and at least one 
dramatic trifle—it is only a trifle in a single act—called “Every¬ 
body’s Husband” is still played and is still charming to read. He had 
an ear for talk, although he was rather gravely monosyllabic himself, 
and it is one of the pleasures to be derived from “Round the 
Corner” that the talk is full-bodied; it is better than the disquisitions, 
and yet the disquisitions, until they became intolerable, were well 
enough in a grandiose way. 

As for the third of this oddly-joined triumvirate, Hugh Walpole, 
like Cannan, was born in 1884, and like Cannan he published his 
first novel (which was called “The Wooden Horse”) in 1909. Walpole 
was born in New Zealand, the son of an English clergyman who 
ultimately became Bishop of Edinburgh; and, again like Cannan, he 
went to Cambridge University. I do not know if the two were 
friends there; but I am sure that they had nothing at all in common. 
Where Canijan was unrelentingly severe towards his seniors, Wal¬ 
pole had no* contempts. He was impulsive, generous, and immature. 
He had dallied with the idea of following his father’s example and 
entering the Church, and the earnestness which was one of his traits, 
as well as his love of public speaking, testified to a natural bent for 
exhortation. If he had not been a writer he would have been a 
successful preacher; his lectures were always delivered with a 
Spontaneity and energy of the most persuasive kind. But he did not 
feel, after some trial of his abilities, that he could properly remain in 
the Church; and after a brief experience of schoolmastering he 
determined that he wanted—as Henry James, nearly fifty years 
earlier, J:iad wanted—to be “just literary.” 

When Walpole began to^ write novels he was deeply impressed 
by the work of Hawthorne and Henry James. Henry James was his 
friend, and to s&me extent his tutor; and there can be no doubt fhat 
for Walpole James’s (and Hawthorne’^) sense of the supernatural 
'b^d a constant fascination. Although, as I have said, he was impulsive 
and^generous and earnest, hf was also very emotional and subject 
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to nightmare terrors of the most extreme description. You can 
detect this, if you look for it, in his early work; for instance in “Mr. 
Perrin and Mr. Traill,” where the writing has all the time a quiver of 
excitement. It dominates “The Portrait of a Man with Red Hair.” 
It haunts other books, such as “The Green Mirror.” Fear, merri¬ 
ment, cruelty: Walpole was not a simple character. 

He was less simple than any other writer I have ever known. His 
cheerfulness and good nature, which were perfectly natural to him, 
his impulsive friendliness, his wish to establish sincere relationships 
with those whom he liked, were enmeshed with many reserves and 
distrusts, with shrewdness and good sense and another trait which I 
vaguely decipher as a power to shut his mind to unacceptable 
aspects of life. He was capable of great loyalty, ardent champion¬ 
ship, candour; and at the same time bottomless suspicion, evasive¬ 
ness, and deep trouble of spirit. He looked happy; his manner 
was always full of bonhomie; he could be—and was—teased; 
he laughed readily and plunged into a room with massive energy; 
he talked well and with humour as well as good humour; he was 
extremely likeable. If one had not known him, and had not known 
his work, one would have supposed him the most ingenuous soul 
in the world. The strange thing is that one would have been right, 
as well as profoundly wrong. 

When he was young, Walpole thought the society of ether 
writers the most delightful society of all. He wanted to write well, 
and he wanted to be liked. Accordingly, when his third novel, “Mr. 
Perrin and Mr. Traill,” brought him to the notice of those watching' 
for new talent, he was as happy as a young man could be. The 
book, that highly charged tale of schoolmasters whp^ hate one 
another, was for a number of years Walpole’s most admired novel. 
It remains one of his most interesting tales, although it is plainly 
immature. When, subsequently, he wrote “Fortitude,” with its 
emphasis upon the need for courage in life, he had an even wider 
popularity than before; and while “The Duchess of Wrexe” had a 
less hearty welcome from some of his admirers it was well enojugh 
received to show that he had established his reputation. 

Then the First World War came, and of course the literary life 
could not stand against such a storm of violence. Military service 
being impossible to him owing to shortness of sight, Walpole went 
to Russia on diplomatic business, and saw some service witl^ a Red 
Cross unit on the Eastern Front. It was.*a wonderful experience for 
him, and, coupled with discovery of the Russian novelists, it 
powerfully affected his work. His next book, “The 'Dark Forest,” 
was not only very much mdre generally successful than any of its 
predecessors (for all readers were then curious about Russia), but 
it was in eveiV way more mature and mpre interesting than anything 
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he had written. Parts of it were so good that they converted readers 
who had hitherto been sceptical of the author’s talent, and it was with 
“The Dark Forest” that Walpole really took unquestioned place as 
a leader of the then younger generation. I should say that for the 
first time he was considered to be the best of the lot. His work was 
still in a literary sense derivative, but he had seen and felt strange, 
thrilling things, and a literary tea-party was no longer his ideal form 
of entertainment. His ambitions had expanded. 

He remained in Russia, and was there all through the Revolution, 
writing “The Captives” while the whole bloody business was going 
on in Petrograd (refusing, indeed, to leave his work for the greater 
drama which was taking place); and after the War was over he 
travelled far and wide through the United States, where he was 
among the most popular of visiting Englishmen. Finally, having 
seen War and the New World, he settled down again to his literary 
task with an enthusiasm as rare as it is magnificent. He kept at that 
task, accepting a knighthood and becoming the “Uncle Hugh” of a 
slightly derisive younger generation; and when he died he was still 
busy, eager, sanguine, good-natured, secret, and in love with fame. 

It is true that as his fame became greater his critical reputation 
was diminished. This is an inevitable consequence of fame, and the 
chillingly fastidious section of the critical public cannot endure to 
see an admired author taken to the arms of the mob. At the slightest 
hint of success it averts its head. Walpole suffered in England from 
the averted critical head. 

It is possible that Walpole would in any case have been affected 
in literary reputation by the conflict between his desire to write well 
and^his desire to be liked; but I think it is also true that his most 
famous single book, “The Cathedral,” suffers from mechanical in¬ 
vention. I shall not dwell upon the obvious fact that Anthony 
Trollope had already created a complete church society in the 
Barsetshire novels, and that one of his leading characters was a 
powerful churchman named Dr. Grantly. What I have chiefly in 
mii|d is the fact that when a novelist conceives the idea of a book 
.about any dominant personality who is brought low he is faced at 
once with certain plain possibilities of invention. That is, the per¬ 
sonality, if he is in a profession, must suffer defeat in that pro¬ 
fession; and he must also suffer defeat in his home/Otherwise the 
defeat js but partial; since many a man may be wounded in pride 
out of doors, and yet escapg from complete destruction if, domesti¬ 
cally, he is unharmec^If he is to be crushed in the home as well, he 
can only be affectedly the loss of wife and children. Very jvell: 
the powerful Archdeacon of Polchesfer is given a wife and two 
.children, one a girl, the other a boy (just as it h^pens in “Poor 
Jenny is a-weeping”). The girl falls in love with a yoting man dis- 
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approved by the Archdeacon; the boy is sent down from his 
University, and runs away—you have guessed it—with a barmaid; 
the wife—have you not guessed that, too?—commits adultery. 
These events, singly, might have given the Archdeacon pause: all 
together, they have such an air of artificial contrivance that the 
reader is made uncomfortable. It is as though Walpole had naively 
taken the first suggestions offered by a mind overfamiliar with 
novelistic ruses for the domestic discomfiture of the Archdeacon. 
Greater worldly experience would have started back from such an 
aggregation of simplicities. For the rest, scenic effects are splashed 
into the book; the drama is forced; the total impression of the tale 
is one, not of inevitability (which would have made it a tragedy), 
but of mechanism. The more sophisticated one is, the more one 
recoils from so little subtle a treatment of what might have been a 
suggestive and very powerful theme. 

And yet “The Cathedral” is full of a quality which gave Walpole 
distinction among his fellow-novelists. It has a vivid and rapidly 
communicated scene; it is immediately readable; it attempts an 
ambitious subject and it carries that subject through with great 
addressj^The wrhing, though never better than brisk and nervous, is 
full of liveliness The author does not waste time in dreary analysis; 
he goes straigl^o the dramatic and the informativejkit would be 
easy to see from this one book—though it does his tflent less ^han 
justice—that he was a natural novelist, and not one who had turned 
novelist in despair of doing something better. “The Old Ladies,” 
where the scene is the same, but the plan less mechanical, is decidedly, 
among his best books. Against the background of a cathedral city he 
occupied himself with the simple doings of pleasant people in that 
city, the good and the kind, the old and timid and gropijffgly super¬ 
stitious ; and these are his proper concern. They brought out his 
sympathy for what was pleasant and true; they allowed his native 
ingenuousness full scope; and that delightful conversational style 
in which he told fairy stories for grown-ups did not swear with the 
grim or gruesome, the savage or the sublime. 

In the last few years Walpole essayed his most ambitious task, 
the picture of a family through several generations and through 
several historical ages. None but an enthusiast could have ventured 
upon so tremendous a task. None but a tale-teller could have filled 
four large volumes with such a wealth of narrative, talk, life and 
death. To say that the Herries books fall short of complete success is 
not to arraign the design; for no novelist was ever more ambitious, 
and a glorious failure upon this large scale is in any event to be pre¬ 
ferred to a do2en safe little ventures in subtlety. The books show a 
really Gargantuan design. They attempt the business of heredity, the 
business of contemporary history (for portraits of historic persons 
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are interpolated in the books, just as they were in Thackeray’s 
‘‘Esmond”), the business of entertainment, and a gigantic continuity. 
If the Herries books had been as good as only genius could have 
made them, they would have been monumental. If they are less than 
monumental, the heroism of the attempt remains. 


vii. Francis Brett Young 

“The gteen trees, when I saw them first through one of the gates, transported and 
ravished me; their sweetness and unusual beauty made my heart to leap and almost mad 
with ecstasy,—they were such strange and w'onderful things. The skies were mine, and 
so were the sun and moon and stars,—and all the world was mine,—and I the only 
spectator and enjoyer of it.” 

Thomas Traherne, 

F rancis Brett Young came too late to be included in the first 
onset of the “younger generation”; but he very quickly joined 
the band, and by 1914 had published not only a novel (written in 
collaboration with his brother Eric) called “Undergrowth,” but a 
critical study of Robert Bridges. From the beginning of his literary 
career, therefore, Brett Young’s name was associated with an in¬ 
telligent interest in poetry; and if we remind ourselves of the history 
of Edwin Ingleby, written in 1919 as “The Young Physician,” we 
shaJJ remember how the little boy, Edwin, used to read Shenstone 
and Akenside and Prior and “nearly every volume of poetry that he 
could smuggle” from the school library. Edwin, without a doubt, 

‘ in that respect was of the same temper as his creator; and his creator 
has been a reader and writer of poetry for as long as he has directed 
a pen. ^ 

Like Edwin, Francis Brett Young was born in the English 
Midlands, and while several of his novels, such as “Deep Sea” and 
“The Crescent Moon,” “The Red Knight” and “Pilgrim’s Rest,” 
have a different setting (some of them foreign and romantic settings), 
those upon which his fame rests were markedly inspired by his 
lov^ of the heart of England, Worcestershire and its neighbouring 
counties. It may in fact be true that Brett Young did not wholly find 
himself outside the Midland scene. His earliest works, though they 
included admirable studies of Midland life such as “The Iron Age,” 
and though they were almost uniformly interesting work, suffered 
from variousness of character which disturbed those who like to 
know what to expect of ai^ author before they open his book. But 
he was known for ever as soon as he wrote: 

4 

“They crossed the drive and entered a grass alley within tall black 
hedges. The harsh odour of yews dropped, like \ curtain, between 
them and the rose-garden on either side. Sometimes it fcemed as if the 



THE NOVELISTS OF THE NEXT GENERATION 


253 

curtains swayed and a ravishing gust blew through, so that Clare was 
conscious, without seeing, of masses of June roses breathing out 
sweetness under the heavy night. They passed quickly down the dark 
alley, Ralph with his long, free strides, Clare fluttering silently at his 
side. Where the yews ended stood a fountain of grey stone and a 
circular Palladian belvedere. The spray of the fountain rose in a starlit 
mist; its watery jets cracked in the air like whips; and when they 
reached it, everyone, of a common impulse, paused for a moment and 
turned to look backward down the long yew vista to the fantastic 
bulk and blazing windows of the castle.” 

Having been at school at Epsom, and at Birmingham University, 
Brett Young became a doctor, and for some years he practised in a 
small and very famous town in Devonshire. Travellers from the 
United States, after losing the Lizard light and a dim shadow upon 
the horizon which passes as soon as it has tantalized the eye, have 
often enough excitedly in the early morning darkness found their 
ship amid a fleet of small vessels; and it was at Brixham, from which 
these trawlers set out, that Brett Young acted as doctor. A glimpse 
of the place may be found in “Deep Sea.” But his heart was never 
captured by that strange corner of England; he loved best his own 
richly inland scene. A great scene, by the way; the scene from which 
Shakespeare himself came nearly four centuries ago. And, sure 
enough, although they will not find Shakespeare's greatness there, 
those who read the tales of Brett Young will find in them a peculiar 
Englishness born of the author's deep feeling for English poetry 
and an English countryside far from the sea. 

He had a third love, not always to be found with the first of those 
I have named; and this is a love of music. That, too, is evidenced in 
his work. And, having lived for some years in Brixham, and then 
(as Mackenzie did, and both Norman Douglas and Lawrence) having 
spent some time in Capri, Brett Young settled in his most prosperous 
years of all in the countryside from which he sprang. He became an 
idol in county society; and from his home in Worcester he sent those 
long, slow, intimate studies of rural middle-class life which readers 
bereft of Galsworthy found so much to their taste. To him, rather 
than to any other writer, we owe the recent revival in amplitude in the 
the novel; for “The Portrait of Clare,” which was published in 1927, 
contains very nearly a thousand pages of polished, tender, and 
humane writing. 

As compared with his immediate coxltemporaries, Brett Young 
has less humour and invention than Mackenzie and less sense of the 
dramatic macabre than Walpole. He is a more considered stylist 
than either. His writing is unfailingly mellow, graceful, and delicate, 
/f he does not arany time give an air of sharp actuality to the life he 
describes, th« is probably intentional, for strict realism is not his 
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object. His object is rather to present in tranquillity, and with 
beauty, the life of his imagined lovers, his country squires, his 
schoolboys and nail-traders, his doctors and soldiers, so that they 
compose into a country painting, a long, leisurely panoram^of 
England. Not for him the picture novel of Henry James, the ndvel 
of situation and the gropings of half-mystified brains after symbolic 
truth. Not for him the rapidities of Mackenzie or the vehemences of 
Lawrence or the winning zest of Walpole. His pace is slower; he 
passes along the lanes and through the fields, and so, eventually, 
reaches home in good order. At times he summons a little violence 
to his aid, and he is not afraid to marry his lovers and tell what 
happened afterwards; but when he does either of these things he 
does it with such measure and charm that his readers hardly know 
that their happiness has been threatened. In the full tide of his 
maturity he was one of the most generally popular novelists in 
England. 

During the 1914-1918 War, Brett Young went to East Africa 
with British troops, and his book ^‘Marching on Tanga” was the 
first thing he wrote which took him beyond enthusiastic reviews 
into the consciousness of the reading public; and it is to Africa that 
he has returned for perhaps the rest of his life. He contributed to 
^‘Georgian Poetry” that series of anthologies which first intimated 
to the world that a new generation of poets (as well as novelists) 
had come into being. And ‘‘The Portrait of Clare” gave him final 
standing among those who soon ceased to be the “younger genera- 
' tion” and became individuals known to all, and duly assailed as out 
of date. 

viii. Constance Holme and Mary Webb 

r*When antique things are also country things, they are easier to write about, for 
there is a permanence, a continuity in country hSfe which makes the lapse of centuries 
seem of little moment.”! 

M Mary Webb: Foreword to Precious Bam, 

t 

T o conclude this chapter, I shall very briefly refer to two women 
novelists of real country life who belong to this generation, 
although they did not begin to publish novels until 1914 and 1917 
respectively. They are Constance Holme and Mary Webb. Con¬ 
stance, Holme is of Westmorland, and Mary Webb was of Shrop¬ 
shire. Constance Holme hae written eight novels of her own county, 
all marked by great sincerity and a natural purity of style whidi 
gives them value; Mary Webb, whose celebrity dated from ^ dis¬ 
covery by Stanley Baldwin, a Worcester man and Prime Minister 
at the time of his praise, wrote for several years without being 
widely appreciated. Her lifp began in 1881, and she ^as the eldest 



THE NOVELISTS OF THE NEXT GENERATION 255 

member of her small family, the children of a coach for the army 
and universities. She is now best known by a book, ‘‘Precious 
Bane,” which tells in a local dialect what purports to be the self¬ 
story of a Shropshire girl; but her other work is not at all open to the 
charge of being pastiche, and it is written upon a plane which 
carries it far above all conventional novels. 

The first thing one observes in these books, apart from the 
author’s plain love of her native scene, is the exceptional flexibility 
of a poetic and beautiful style. But the style is only a reflection of the 
noble mind which it expresses; for Mary Webb lived and thought 
with a disinterested love of truth and eager seeking for ever deeper 
truth which filled her existence and gave it, even in poverty, clear 
purpose. She could command much humour of the countrified sort 
which one finds in those of Hardy’s characters who are not gentle¬ 
folk; and could mock an old man or an old woman with readiness 
and without rancour. But she had great powers of sympathy, and a 
fierce hatred of cruelty and stupidity, so that her books are all 
charged with feeling and understanding of an uncommon order. 
It is the real country, we feel, that she brings quite livingly before 
us; and the people who dwell in it are of the soil. Their voices ring 
with truth; they are earnest, light-headed, stupid, or jovial, but 
always from nature. Though personally I feel discomfort at the 
dialect-narrative (there is a similarity between the manners of ^irt 
Jan Ridd, in “Lorna Doone,” and Prudence Sarn, in “Precious 
Bane”), which can never be quite flawless as a literary vehicle, I 
must confess that “Precious Bane” seems to me to be very rich, not* 
only as a storehouse of country ways, but as a book about living 
creatures. 

This woman had no happiness in city life; she loved hills and 
gardens. I saw her only once, when she made a little speech, conj- 
posed and modest, about some subject which had been debated by 
others with a good deal of futility. She stood very straight, a slight 
figure with a serious face and rather protrusive eyes; and she spoke 
well and without nervousness. It was clear that she knew her mind, 
and would hold it in spite of any other opinion. That was the tact. 
She thought proudly and patiently, and as her writings show she 
was resolute to condemn or to support in accordance with her own 
belief and none other. As an instance of her assurance, and as an 
example of her writing, let the passage here quoted indicate what 
quality she had: , 

• “Round the House of Dormer stood the forest, austerely aloof. 
The u^er woods had neVer known the shuddering horror of the 
axe, tl^bitter^nd incurable destruction of the day when gnomes of 
ugly aspect are let loose with flashing^ weapons among the haughty 
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sons and daughters of the gods, hacking and tearing at the steadfast 
forms of beauty, until beauty itself seems to have crashed earthwards. 
Successive Darkes had threatened to fell the forest; but there was al¬ 
ways plenty of wood from the reaping of the storms and from trees 
that fell from the rottenness of great age; so they had let it alone. The 
trees looked down upon time-shattered hulks of others in every stage 
of gentle decay. There were some mouldered trunks yet standing with 
a twig or two of green on them, especially among the yews, which 
must have weathered the winters of a thousand years. Others were of 
such antiquity that only a jagged point showed where once the leaf- 
shadows flickered on the wolf litters. Among these giants in their 
prime and in their dignified dissolution rose on all sides in supple 
grace the young trees and saplings. From the lissom creature that 
only needed the gradual massing of maturity to make its beauty per¬ 
fect, down to the baby stem with two absurd, proudly waving leaves, 
all took part in that slow attainment of perfection through stages of 
beauty on which all Nature seems intent. They stood rank on rank, 
with rounded or pointed tops, their foliage sometimes heavy and 
solemn, as in the yew and the oak, sometimes flufly as in the elm, or 
transparent and showing the sky through its traceries as in birch 
and larch.^hey seemed to peer at the house over one another’s 
shoulders like people looking at something grotesque, not with 
blame or praise, but in a kind of disdainful indifference.” \ 



Chapter Twelve 

THE WAR-TIME AFFLATUS, 1914-1918 

CHARLOTTE MEW, ROBERT NICHOLS, WILFRED OWEN, 
SIEGFRIED SASSOON, EDMUND BLUNDEN, ROBERT GRAVES, 
THE SITWELLS 

i 

F or the most part, this chapter will deal with the soldier-poets; 
but as I shall speak of Osbert Sitwell and his brother, and as it 
is usual for all writers (including members of the family) to 
speak of the Sitwells as though they were inseparable, I am going to 
conclude with Edith Sitwell. And as there was one woman poet 
whose work, first published in 1916, belongs to the First World 
War period (and to the future), I shall first speak of Charlotte Mew. 

Before doing this, however, I wish to explain why I have grouped 
the other writers here. Robert Nichols comes first because his War 
experience was brief and quickly expressed; Wilfred Owen next 
because I believe him to have been the most striking of all the poets 
who were killed in the War; Blunden, Robert Graves, and Sassoon 
as if they were three musketeers because all three wrote of their War 
experience in prose as well as in verse; the Sitwells last because while 
oidy Osbert had any practical contact with the War (he was in the 
Grenadier Guards from 1913 until 1919) they are a significant link 
between old and new poets. It was they who established nfte counter¬ 
blast to “Georgian Poetry” called “Wheels,” and while they have 
turned triumphantly to prose all three members of the family con- 
tri^ted to what is briefly called “this modernist stuff”. 

I There was at the outbreak of the First World War a very rapid 
rush on the part of all sorts of young men to enlist in the Territorial 
Army, and as many of these young men had their education inter-. 
rupted just at the time when they were naturally engaged in writing 
verses, the heightened emotion of those times led to a good deal of 
what was known as War-verse. Most of this was of no value at all. 
Some of it was as eager and burning as young hearts could ^ke it. 
All found a ready market, because parents and friends wisned for 
some record of their endangered boys, and—by some extension of 
sentiment—of the endangered boys of others. Several names de¬ 
tached themselves quite early from the rest—Julian Grenfell, 
Charles flbrley, JRobert Nichols, Gilbert Frankau were among the 
earliest to tJU in print what they felt^or what they had seen and 
• • *57 * B. 
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suffered—and they were duly read and celebrated. But then, after a 
time, the heroic note or the note of Kiplingesque onomatopoeia 
favoured by Gilbert Frankau (Frankau, nevertheless, had something 
to describe, and he had great gifts of versification, as readers of “One 
of Us” did not need to be told) gave way to a note of quite another 
kind. War was not the splendour it was imagined by fever-struck 
home-stayers; it was an ugly dirty business. The poets began to tell 
us that. Later still, they let us farther yet into their hearts, to the 
bitter contempt for stupidity and incompetence which their War 
experience had awakened. Theoj^e had, for the first time, a new 
personal poetty of the War; then was first sounded the cry of dis¬ 
illusion, of disenchantment, which in prose, more lengthily, less 
poignantly,Wve hear in the pages of C. E. Montague. 

roisenckantment has been the cry of poets ever since that day; 
it is the cry of the youngest poets of all, although their^I some¬ 
times think, is a factitious bitterness, arising less from Individual 
than common inclination to declare the world not at all that sensitive 
hearts can desire. But the disenchantment of those earlier poets who 
fought in the War and who had gone into the fighting services with 
enthusiasm was by no means a convention: it was something true 
and original, the protest of some men who, coming from peace and 
hope into a shambles, had had their beautiful dreams of life broken. 

ffVou will find in the poems of the women of War-time no com¬ 
parable disenchantment; and yet their number can hardly,have been 
less than that of the poems by young men of the same periocftLittle 
exercises in verse were as common to women as they were to men; 
the records of heightened mood, intuitions of pain, comments upon 
the^ exceptional scene, slight dramatic lyrics in which—it was the 
temper of war-time—they pretended to speak in the persons of 
harlots, dead men, and children puzzled by sorrow and brutality. 

: Poetry seemed so easy, such a tender, delicate means of expressing a 
^sense of darkened homes, darkened minds, darkened streets; and 
free verse was such a simple medium for light pens to use. One had 
but,to take paper and break a slightly sentimental prose into un- 
. equal lenths; and lol one was a part of the poetic impulse of the age. 
No wonder that there was a multitude of little books; the wonder 
rather, was that there should be so few per head of the population 
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ii. Charlotte Mew '' 

“lend me, a little while, the key 

That locks your heavy heart.” 

Charlotte Mew: The Pedlar. 

H owever, at least one of the women poets of the War years had 
something more than this casual emotion to set down; and she, 
a born poet, did not live long enough to bring her gift to its highest 
level. She was not well known outside a circle of poets, and I think 
she has still to be recognized as fully as she deserves. Thomas Hardy 
knew of her, and felt admiration for what she had written; there 
may have been others of whom I have no awareness. To the best of 
my belief she published only two collections of what she had written, 
and since she died as obscurely (I speak in terms of public acquaint¬ 
ance) as she had lived she was not very celebrated. 

Nevertheless, as far as I can tell, the volume called “The Farmer’s 
Bride” contains much that is of quite personal and unmistakable 
beauty. It has, of course, some callow verses which are timidly in¬ 
quiring or in the fashionable mode of impersonation, but the effect 
of it as a whole is deeply moving. I should like to quote'here, for 
example, in full, two long poems called “The Quiet House” and 
“The Forest Road,” both of which achieve intense communicAion 
of feeling and reverie. I cannot do so, because of their length. The 
former, with its apparently inconclusive thoughts, by which a his¬ 
tory is made plain to us, is the perplexity of a girl made manifest; the 
latter, a lover’s dramatic apostrophe to a sleeping woman, I can only 
suggest by the use of a few lines: ». 

“The forest road. 

The infinite straight road stretching away 
World without end: the breathless road between the walls 
Of the black listening trees: the hushed, grey road 
Beyond the window that you shut tonight ^ 

Crying that you would look at it by day—• 

There is a shadow there that sings and calls 
But not for you. Oh I hidden eyes that plead in sleep 
Against the lonely dark, if I could touch the fear 
And leave it kissed away on quiet lids— 

If I could hush these hands that are half-awake, • 

Groping for me in sleep, I could get free. 

I wish that God would take them out of mine 
. And fold them . . .” 

• 

“Madeleine m Church,” another and at times acutely successful 
impersonation; the title poem, “The; Farmer’s Bride”; several 
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pictures of children; and “Arracombe Wood,” in dialect, all have 
their individual effect; but all are raised by their surroun^iigs and 
the associations with what has been read before. In whatever she 
wrote, she was always guiltless of calculated gesture, which to me is 
in itself a mark of quality. Her aim was to communicate with 
scrupulous truth that vision which had come with strong feeling as 
the result of a personal impression of life. Her use of language is 
admirable; its suppleness constantly enchants the ear; but what 
gives the poems perfection is a sincerity which finds fit words 
because the impulse to write, to tell, has been so intense. 


iii. Robert Nichols 

.. despite these wars. 

My ship—though blindly blown. 

Long lost to sun or moon or stars- 

Still stands up alone/* 

R. Nichols: Thanksffving. 

T he first of the poets to attempt onomatopoeic renderings of the 
noises of battle were Gilbert Frankau and Robert Nichols. Both, 
in the first instance, were artillery officers, and both heard the guns 
in action with an enthusiastic sense of sound as well as the courage 
and splendour of those who took part in the warfare. Neither 
“rendered, or sought to render, what to other and later soldier-poets 
was the dreary monotony of hopeless routine or the shocking waste 
oF young fife and young enthusiasm. For them the words of an 
Owen or a' Sassoon lay in the distance: the immediate shock of con¬ 
flict absorbed ears and minds. That was for the reason that they 
wrote in early days, and in heroic mood. Their vision of the War 
was still a vision of assault and counter-assault. Frankau, an extra¬ 
ordinarily skilled versifier, translated Kipling into modern terms; 
Niehols, all verve and excitement, pictured an attack as: 

‘^Something meets us. 

Head down into the storm that greets us. 

A wail. 

^ Lights. Blurr. 

Gone. 

Oh, on. Lead. Lead. Hail. 

Spatter. Whirr 1 Whirr I 
^Toward that patch of brown; 

Directions left* Bullets stream. ♦ 

Devouring thought crying in a dream', f 
Men, crumpled, going down ...” 
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He knew, and celebrated, the sense of loss of friends; the horror of 
carnage. But he did not reach the stage of protest; perhaps’he would 
never have reached it, so sanguine and thrilling was his temper. He 
was thus a War-poet of the second stage, the first being the purely 
patriotic or ‘‘this is for ever England” stage, and the third a stage 
signified by Sassoon’s “But he did for them both by his plan of 
attack.” 

Like Wilfred Owen, Robert Malise Bowyer Nichols was born 
in 1893, and was educated at Winchester and Oxford. He had been a 
poet from boyhood, a poet in the vein of the immature Keats or the 
never quite continuously excellent Darley, familiar with fauns and 
dryads, and as ready as either Keats or Darley to write rapid melli¬ 
fluous verse about their pipings and sayings. I picture him in pre- 
Llniversity days as an eager youth whose imagination leapt high at a 
summer’s day or a bosky grove, moods of joy and melancholy alter¬ 
nating, and his eyes in a fine frenzy rolling. It was at Oxford that he 
wrote fragments of a dozen ambitious poetic dramas or poetic 
romances, and, but for the First World War, he might have finished 
them at leisure and made his name as a romantic poet. He was not, 
I mean, a poet created by the excitement of the War; he had enough 
natural fire to warm his Muse without external aid. But he was a 
poet diverted by cataclysm from his impulsive vein. His vein, at that 
time, was: • 

“HarkI a sound. Is it I sleep? 

Wake I? or do my senses keep 

Commune yet with thoughtful night • 

And dream they feel, not see, the light 

That, with a chord as if a lyre 

Were upward swept by tongues of fire, 

Spreads in all-seeing majesty 

Over crag, dale, curved shore, and sea?” 

During the inter-War period, with undermined health, Nichols 
made eloquent excursions into platform propaganda, the short 
story, the prose play, and lengthy poetic satire. Whatever he did, 
he did with such gusto that he seemed aflame with emotion* no 
man was ever more clearly a poet. Tall, eager, always in movement, 
talkative, exuberant, he flew at truth as if he would tear out its 
heart. But he had not the cruelty to harm a beetle, and for all his 
vehement assault the truth escaped again in the way it has done for 
as many centuries as scientists allow the world to have been peopled 
(I fcrget the latest number). Nichols was not discouraged. 

Qie was a poet; not an intellectual He said of English poetry 
that It is . 

gtvemed from within by its own necessities, and not by 
rules of se^etics imposed on it from yithout^ 
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and this I take to be the true (as well as the romantic) definition 
of the unimportance of aesthetic theory in creative letters. But 
aesthetes will have nothing to do with such a definition, and Nichols 
towards the end of his life was mocked by his successors. He did not 
abandon poetry, but he ceased to challenge the stars. A copious 
letter-writer and talker, he became a champion of other poets, and 
was generous to the last towards his brethren, campaigning even for 
the payment to them of infinitesimal royalties on work included in 
anthologies. His campaign, like so much of his life, was a failure; 
but, again like so much of his life, it was unconsidered, impetuous, 
and most generously intended. 

As a playwright, and he wrote, or began, several plays, including 
one on the Faust legend, he was still a poet, who dealt forcibly 
with great themes as did the minor Elizabethans or as they might 
do, in prose, if they lived nowadays. I like to see these plays as 
manifestations of a more recent Thomas Kyd (if that is the name of 
the man who wrote the better parts of “The Spanish Tragedy”); and 
none among modern writers could more exultingly than Nichols 
have relished the glorious retort of Hieronimo when he says: 

“In troth, my lord, it is a thing of nothing: 

The murder of a son, or so— 

A thing of nothing, my lord!” 


The dramatic, the tremendous, the odd impress of guilty know¬ 
ledge upon the souls of men, appealed strongly to Nichols’s imagina¬ 
tion. He would have been capable of any grandeur if something 
had not always inflated the grandeur; he might have written plays, in 
prose or poetry, in which spiritual problems were seriously tackled 
if, only he had been able to discipline his own effervescence. He 
had the temperament for bold and lofty works, and perpetually 


promised a triumph of music and passion over the commonplace, 
^ut whether from fluency in excess of intellect or from a sort of 
opportunism that fell short of genius he did not fulfil his promis^ 


iv. Wilfred Owen 

“I do, not fot a moment call myself a musician, nor do I suspect I ever shall be, but 
there! 1 love Music, with such strength that I have to conceal the passion, for fear it be 
thought weakness.” 

From a personal paper bj Wilfred Owen, 

f 

W ITH Wilfred Owen, we reach the height of what may be 
termed strictly Wat Poetry. In his work, whkh'was first 
published posthumously \mder the editorship of Sieglried Sassoon, 
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and which was finally collected and introduced by Edmund Blunden, 
there is no effort to render the delights of War, or the noises of 
guns and other instruments of death. We have, instead of im¬ 
pressionism, a peculiar reflective hatred of war from which hysteria 
is entirely absent; an attempt to give in poetry, not the ‘‘wukka- 
wukka” (as Hueffer) or ‘‘toe-toe-toe” (as Nichols) of the machine- 
guns, but the silent thoughts of men, the deadliness of trench 
warfare, the deep indignation of the soldier at civilian barbarism. 
Owen, who was posted to a unit of the regular Army, saw the 
whole First World War through; he was killed within a week of 
the Armistice. He was given the Military Cross for great bravery, 
and as an officer he represented the best type of unprofessional 
soldier. 

He was born in 1893, and in 1910 he matriculated at London 
University. He went in 1913 to France, where for two years he 
acted as a tutor, returning to England in order to enlist as soon 
as his contract expired; and from that time onward he was almost 
constantly in physical danger and discomfort. His letters, frank 
and truthful, as well as humorous, show what horrors he had 
to endure; but they are full of courage. There was not in them, 
and there is not in any one of his poems, a slackening of courage. 
The horror of warfare which he expresses is reinforced by that 
fact. • 

He had, of course, written poetry before the War—some of it 
ingeniously experimental, as an example printed among his other 
poems clearly shows;—but it was the War which produced his 
rapid maturity. And even then it was during his stay in a War 
Hospital near Edinburgh, when Siegfried Sassoon wi^ a fellow- 
patient, that he made the greatest progress. Sassooh was one 
of his poetic idols (for “The Old Huntsman” had been published, 
and Owen declared that nothing so good as the pictures of trench 
life in that book had ever been written), and Sassoon is a born 
mentor. He will watch over the talents of others, firm in criticism 
but ever kind in understanding, as no other man of his years could 
do. From Sassoon, therefore, Owen at once derived the best possible* 
form of encouragement. 

Encouragement was all he needed. His poetic instinct was so 
sure that he would sooner or later have discovered for himself 
all that could be taught. Since, ^owever, time proved s© brieA 
it is to Sassoon that we must give thanks for a friendship and 
influence which aided the production of Owen's best poems. If 
Owon had lived, he might have carried into the post-War period 
an even ^onger power, as one infers from the magnificent fragment, 
“Strange Mj^ting”. As it is, the poems that we have deal chiefly 
with war conditions and war reflections; and of all the men active 
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at that time he is the one most accurately described as a poet of the 
War. How far we are from former picturesque renderings of sight 
and sound in the terrible stanzas of “Exposure”, which begin: 

“Our brains ache, in the merciless iced east winds that knive us . . . 
Wearied we keep awake because the night is silent. . . 

Low, drooping flares confuse our memory of the salient. . . 

Worried by silence, sentries whisper, curious, nervous. 

But nothing happens. 

Watching, we hear the mad gusts tugging on the wire, 

Like twitching agonies of men among its brambles. 

Northward, incessantly, the flickering gunnery rumbles. 

Far off, like a dull rumour of some other war. 

What are we doing here? 

The poignant misery of dawn begins to grow . . . 

We only know war lasts, rain soaks, and clouds sag stormy. 

Dawn massing in the east her melancholy army 
Attacks once more in ranks on shivering ranks of grey. 

But nothing happens. 


Pale flakes with fingering stealth come feeling for our faces— 

We cringe in holes, back on forgotten dreams, and stare, snow-dazed. 
Deep into grassier ditches. So we drowse, sun-dozed. 

Littered with blossoms trickling where the blackbird fusses. 

Q Is it that we are dying?” 

J have quoted this poem in order to show what is, as it seems 
to me, a*j!>oint of progress between the mellifluous lyricism of 
pre-War days (and first consequent impressionisms of the War) 
and the righteous anger passionately felt and expressed in other 
moods by Owen or with characteristic irony by Sassoon. Such 
points hint only at a development which somebody more com¬ 
petent than myself should trace simply for the understanding of 
corftmon people; for the disillusion of the War poets has been 
appropriated by a later generation as if that later generation, too, 
had suffered; whereas it has merely not been able to climb out 
of a bitter convention and remains self-righteous. Owen could 
not have remained a pessimist; he mast have constituted himself 
a positive voice in a day of negations, fone cannot read his poems 
without realizing his natfiral braveryXHe had very exceptional 
talent, unusual skill and intelligence anfl enterprise in versification, 
the imaginative power to identify hiipself with other men and yet 
retain his own character unimpaired, and a breadth oi sympathy 
unsurpassed by any of his contemporaries. Fof tl^se qualities, 
in my opinion, he stands first among his peers, ^ [ 
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V. Siegfried Sassoon, Edmund Blundcn, 

Robert Graves 

I GROUP these three because they have been friends, because, 
having been poets in time of war, they live still and occupy 
prominent places in the lists of those who make current literature, 
and (a slender link, but not uninteresting) because all three of 
them have written in prose some account of personal experience 
in the War. Sassoon is the eldest of them (he was born in 1886), 
and for myself the most outstanding. His War poetry first hero¬ 
ically expressed something other than patriotism and nervous ex¬ 
citement, and his own autobiographical volumes, first the “Memoirs 
of a Fox-Hunting Man” and “Memoirs of an Infantry Officer,” 
and, later, the series of undisguised records of his own experience, 
are as excellent a record of character and feeling in pre-War and 
War years as any man of genius could have written. After the First 
World War Sassoon rigorously applied to himself, as a poet, the 
Malthusiasn doctrine which he untiringly pressed upon other 
creators, with the result that only a small quantity of poetry, tenta¬ 
tive and reflective, has been printed; and even this he has in some 
degree reserved for his friends by means of private publication. 

Sassoon, if asked to describe himself briefly, would hesitatingly 
say: “I’m . , . er . . . ordinary sort of chap.” He believes this. You 
could not persuade him that he was anything but a very simple 
fellow. Yet he has great pride—perhaps a pride in his simplicity, fot 
of course he thinks (as I do) that simplicity is better than sophisti¬ 
cation. On the other hand Sassoon exaggerates his ow^ simplicity; 
it is somehow confused in his head with austerity, and not wholly so, 
either^e is no metaphysician, and no debater. He has tried to pre¬ 
sent hmiself in his autobiographies as an ordinary, shy, occasionally 
absent-minded cricketer and horselover who went to the War; 
who so hated it that he made up his mind to be killed—but was never 
hit; who after years of service was sent home ill; who resolved to 
make a public protest (which he did) against the continuance of sa 
senseless a slaughter and horror; and—for the Army authorities were 
disconcerted by such behaviour on the part of one who had been 
rightly decorated for gallantry in the field, and hardly knew what to 
do with him—^who outstripped his escort on the way to f|pme in¬ 
stitution which vg,s a cross between prison and a sanatorium and 
arrived there firstJHis escort, by the way, was Robert Graves. 

Well, whethe^ou accejpt Sassoon’s account of himself as a fair 
one or jjpt (it is very sincere), there is one point upon which you 
must be cl^fer. it is that nobody but Sassoon would take him for m 
ordinary soft of chap. I doubt if anybody could take him for any- 
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thing but a poet. He has, for one thing, a handsome and noble head. 
He has, in* his hesitating speech (I do not mean that he stammers, for 
he does not, but only that he is diffident of speech and with strangers 
will often sit silent), a faculty for expressing wisdoms, fine taste, and 
eccentric ideas with considerable precision. I should say that he is 
not entirely incapable of enjoying other people’s malice; but his own 
comments upon contemporaries are usually as kind as they are 
brief. They are not therefore saccharine.fee has a true passion for 
music; a scrupulous honesty of mind wmch will not allow him to 
deceive himself—except about his ordinariness; a great capacity for 
emotion^On the whole, he might be considered moody; he certainly 
is not lavish in displays of sociability. But he is one of the most 
attractive men I know. 

Sassoon, who on his mother’s side is a Thornycroft, was edu¬ 
cated at Marlborough and Cambridge. As the first volume of his 
autobiography shows, he lived much in the country as a boy, played 
at cricket for the Sussex Martlets, rode to hounds, and read a good 
deal. Always solitary, he might not have made as many friends as he 
has done if the War had not turned the current of his life; but since 
he was at Cambridge, and knew Robert Ross (a great friend to young 
poets and their like, and a charming man of letters), he was not com¬ 
pletely a stranger in literary London when he began to publish his 
poetry. And here, for it was poetry of the War, we had that new note 
in which joyous sacrifice and amazed sense of noise and movement 
gave way to insistence upon—not only death and loss, which have 
4 ong been commonplaces in poetry,—but the less inspiring aspects of 
modern warfare: 

* . drizzling daybreak that reveals 

Disconsolate men who stamp their sodden boots 
And turn dulled, sunken faces to the sky 
Haggard and hopeless.” 

And again: 

‘‘I see them in foul dug-outs, gnawed by rats, 

And in the ruined trenches, lashed with rain. 

Dreaming of things they did with balls and bats.” 

« 

Elsewhere: » 

‘^Crouched among thistle-tufts I’ve watched the glow 
Of a blurred orange sunset flare and fade; 

And I’m content. Tomorrow we must go * 

To take some cursed wood . . . O world God mad^l” 
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And finally: 

^^The boys came back. Bands played and flags were flying. 
And Yellow-Pressmen thronged the sunlit street 
To cheer the soldiers who’d refrained from dying. 

And hear the music of returning feet, 

‘Of all the thrills and ardours War has brought. 

This moment is the finest.’ (So they thought.) 

Snapping their bayonets on to charge the mob. 

Grim Fusiliers broke ranks with glint of steel. 

At last the boys had found a cushy job. 


I heard the Yellow-Pressman grunt and squeal; 

And with my trusty bombers turned and went 
To clear those Junkers out of Parliament.” 

It was no wonder that when he resumed civilian life Sassoon 
found himself a Liberal no longer, but a Socialist. He joined the staff 
of George Lansbury’s Herald^ and became literary editor. He per¬ 
suaded his friends to write the reviews for him, and a fine series of 
candours invaded the HeraWs comments upon current literature. 
These comments ran all over the world. They were carefree, original, 
and slightly staggering. Many intelligent readers bought the paper 
in which they appeared solely with the object of reading them. I do 
not know if the publishers advertised in the columns of the Heralds 
Possibly not. Publishers, like authors, prefer enthusiastic praise to 
any other kind of comment. But Sassoon was taking tly course in¬ 
dicated to him by that simplicity of mind which later wais to give us 
the masterpieces in prose by which he temporarily wiped out 
memory of his poetry. That was as well, for he had been accused by 
no less a person than Edmund Gosse of harping upon something 
that was now over and better forgotten—the War. Sassoon could not 
forget the War.Uf he had not harped upon the War he must bave 
been false to his faith.^nd, by so harping, he continued to attack, 
everybody who had been comfortably ready to sacrifice the yoimg 
in a late encounter, and by degrees (with the aid of others, similarly- 
minded) he consolidated a general impression in the minds of youth 
that anybody over forty years of age was inescapably a hjpocrite 
and a profiteer. I do not remember wh^n the country first read the 
words “My generation” as applied to a new and better race; but the 
germ of that hostility to former generations can be found in the 
Sassoon poem just quoted.* 

Of tne ftow«several books of autobiography I have only to say 
that they a» entirely free from affectation; they conjure up the 
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countryside of old peaceful days and the calms as well as the storms 
and disgusts of War. They picture the author’s days in saddle and 
cricketing pads. They subtly communicate his affection, his modesty, 
and that vagueness which all sensitive men feel within them while 
the impression they make upon others is objectively concrete. They 
are documents of our time. I see them as likely to be so regarded a 
century hence. 

Edmund Blunden’s “Undertones of War” is similarly remarkable 
as a sensitive man’s description of encounter with a world alto¬ 
gether strange, for immersion in which every hour of his previous 
life had unfitted him. Blunden’s war poems have less pungency 
than those of either Owen or Sassoon; the feeling in them is diffused; 
he was not a warrior, and War inspired his prose but not his best 
poetry. He had not the faculty wliich Owen and Sassoon shared for 
presenting ugly experience with imaginative force. The truth is that 
Blunden is by nature a pastoral poet and a bookman. He loves old 
books. He would agree with that writer (at the moment I cannot recall 
his name) who said: “Whenever a new book comes out, I read an 
old one”; and while he reads the new book also it is usually in his 
capacity as reviewer for Tie Tims Titerary Supplement. If he had his 
way, he would dwell in a countryside peopled (besides the hinds and 
hedges and birds and beasts) with Lamb, Hazlitt, Leigh Hunt, and 
the izien of their hour. How he would glow at such a prospect! 

Imagine this reader and lover of nature being called from his 
books and cottage to deliver death to those whom he had no wish 
to harm! He no doubt wore his khaki with a difference. But while 
“Undertones of War,” which is written in fine prose without 
ornament, is plainly the work of one who was not born for soldier¬ 
ing, it is e<!i;iable in spirit. Blunden is no indignant philosopher, no 
rebel, but a sweet-tempered poet reading a book by the roaaside and 
noticing the hues and tenderness of the landscape. He gives us none 
of the bitterness of some of his peers. We read in his pages: 

c r‘It was the weather when leaves begin to turn, and sing a little 
drily in the wind; when spiders apparently spend the night in making 
webs on fences; and when the distances dare assume the purple as the 
sunset dislimns^As far as battalion headquarters, one might notice 
these nocturnal^ffects. Beyond that point, the facts and probabilities 
of war obscured them . . . Recollection paints these autumn weeks in 
the Beaumont Hamel sector as a tranquil time, etc.” 

I do not say that disagreeables are ignored in Blunden’s li{npid 
pages; but they assuredly are not enfofeed with a curative purpose 
in view. They are used as contributary detail to a pictiurj tinted in 
sober and candid colours, 'fhat is because Blunden « capable of 
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savagery only to blasphemers against his literary gods. His true love 
is for the pastoral: 

^^Along the baulk the grasses drenched in dews 
Soak through the morning gleaner’s clumsy shoes. 

And cloying cobwebs trammel their brown checks 
While from the shouldering sun the dewfog reeks. 

Now soon begun, on ground where yesterday 
The rakers’ warning-sheaf forbade their way. 

Hard clucking dames in great white hoods make haste 
To cram their lapbags with the barley waste. 

Scrambling as if a thousand were but one.” 

As soon as we come to Robert Graves, we are conscious of a 
difference of approach to the world. Sassoon, in his prose books, 
is the quiet, meditative sort of chap with a love of a horse and a bat; 
Blunden, dreaming of old authors and present contemplation, is 
similarly at peace with a tranquil world, and the enemy of none. But 
Graves—it is clear from his own account—is of a more active and 
aggressive mental cast. He quarrels, not, as Sassoon, with gloom and 
reluctance, but with zest. Hi^ verses are crisp. He says: 

‘T forced this quarrel; it was not 
So much disgust with all you did 
As sudden doubt of whom and what 
My easy friendship hid; 

I carefully offended. 

It would be best if you too broke 
Acquaintance with a monstrous look. 

Rather than stay to temporize 
Or steal away with brimming eyes.” 

That is still another stage towards the modern temper, which .is 
impatient, imperious, little tolerant of other methods and other 
sorrows. But Graves is far from being permanently angry; he has a 
great singing, narrative, and creative gift, as his novels of Roman 
emperors and the American War of Independence have showm His 
poems have often the simplicity of old ballads—they are not mimi¬ 
cries : 

''Motber: Alice, dear, what ails you. 

Dazed and white and shaken? 

Has the chill night numbed you? ^ 

Is it fright you J^ve taken? * 


Soft |ind thick the snow lay. 
Stars danced in the sky. 

Not all the lambs of May-day 
Skip so bold and high. 
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Your feet were dancing, Alice, 

• ’ Seemed to dance on air. 

You looked like a ghost or angel 
In the starlight there. 

Your eyes were frosted starlight. 

Your heart, fire and snow. 

Who was it said ‘I love you’? 

Alice: Mother, let me go!” 

If you ask the reason for this difference between the three men, it is 
clearly perceptible. Sassoon and Blunden are English, Graves Irish. 
The Irish clearness of sight, impatience with what seems to be a soft 
slowness in the Anglo-Saxon (which slow softness, without doubt, 
is accompanied by inexplicable poetic riches) is again exemplified. 
Nor is this all; for Graves is not content, as Sassoon has latterly 
been, with what he calls “lingual exercises” (some poems containing 
lovely lines and evocative pictures), but must carry experiment in 
verse to a pitch of almost obstinate obscurity as he searches for 
satisfying forms. He cannot endure the long pages of Dickens, but 
must arduously rewrite and condense “David Copperfield” until 
the echoes ring with Dickensian wails. He has told the tale of his 
own life from early years and roused conflict among all who re¬ 
member those years in a different mood and different sense. He has 
written the story of John Milton’s married life with consummate 
disrespect for greatness. And because of all these arrogant challenges 
\o accepted views and canons the beauties of those earlier simplicities 
of diction have been obscured. Therefore I recall them here, and 
insist also ,<-hat Graves’s original talent is greater than his con¬ 
troversial ^owess. He was a friend; he remains in spite of every 
other assault upon his time a poet. 


vi. The Sitwells 

. “Let us prune the tree of language 

Of its dead fruit. 

Let us melt up the cliches 
Into molten metal; 

Fashion weapons that will scald and day; 

Let us curb this eternal humour, 

• And become witty.” 

Osbei't Sitwell: How Shall We Rise to Greet the Dawn? 

I T is unfair to each member of the Sitwell family to treat th^ as 
a trinity, for while when they began they might be confused one 
with another, all that is now dianged. Edith retells f^‘5rstoties in 
glittering coloured rhyme and revives the eccentricitidS of old Bath 
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in demure prose; Osbert, having taken to the novel, has sailed to 
eminence as an autobiographer; and Sacheverell, though still faith¬ 
ful to poetry, has turned his attention to the Gothick in both archi¬ 
tecture and music. But there has been in all these years something 
deliberate in that insistence upon being not three, but one; and now 
they are inseparable in the public mind. I am not sure, either, that 
there is not something which may be regarded as a common Sit- 
wellian base, and since I must try to define what that is I shall ask 
readers to look again at the short quotation from Osbert's poem, 
“How Shall We Rise to Greet the Dawn?’’ They are all wits. 

In the beginning, they were three enfants terribles. Being excluded, 
either by their own act or by the repulsion of the editorial canon, 
from “Georgian Poetry,” they established a counterblast to which 
they gave the name “Wheels”; and to this all three contributed 
greatly, adding jovial and insulting annotations with which they 
lambasted uncomplimentary reviewers. They engaged with re¬ 
viewers upon every hand—though the reviewers were at times 
hardly worth a word of reproof. They indulged in japes, such as 
their successive entries in “Who’s V^o,” advertisements in the 
Personal columns of The Tims, and so on. They satirized their 
rivals, their so-called “enemies,” in ribald poems, and sornetimes 
did the same for social ladies whose fault was only that they were 
over-zealous in entertaining the latest lion in any art or craft. In this 
way they drew attention to themselves,^^d caused warier folk to 
shake, heads at such mountebankery.^he tactics obscured the 
talent.^ ^ 

Bat the Sitwells did not mind. They were not poor young men, 
struggling to find a public, but were children of rich parents, and 
were very much in the fashionable world.^hey were njore in the 
fashionable world than any other writers^ Gsbert, with the profile 
of a Roman emperor or a Hanoverian sovereign, with his cold eyes 
and merciless tongue; Sacheverell, tall, more patently a young poet, 
haughtier yet, and in early days unable to laugh without apparent 
physical pain; Edith like a sibyl, beautiful and highly mysterious; 
all three oddly kind and generous despite their diabolical skill in 
ridicule, they held upon their resolute way. The talent was theirs. 
It must be acknowledged. It must be acclaimed. Those who did not 
acclaim it were traitors, who must die the death. 

Now the talent of all three is admitted, but is not in all quarters 
wholly approved. Osbert, who was always in such haste that he 
could not give satire the final polish whicn made Pope a master of his 
art, has found a fitter, more generous, less cabined medium in the 
recorS of his own past. His writing, in prose, has a most admirable 
firmness^A chyacter; and if the characters in his novels are less 
^ real than fanatically recognizable, that makes them only the more 
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amusing to all who are in the know (or wish they were). He amuses 
himself in amusing others. Sacheverell, whose talent as a poet was 
always more delicious than his brother’s, ruminates (with wit) upon 
architecture and the nature of man, turning from lovely fancies 
about cowslips and other wild and garden flowers to speculation 
which may be endless upon an endless theme. Edith, who has 
collected her poems (thereby impressing as to quantity and quality, 
but none the less crying for some sparser selection in which nothing 
but the pure and variable gold shall remain), makes her own an¬ 
thology upon principles so original that hatred for Matthew Arnold 
seems the only constant, and lends her wit to resuscitation of old 
and deadly figures of fiin. And, between them, the three stand 
as one man for their chosen cause—the suppression of pulpy 
humour, and the exaltation of ruthlessness of taught and speech. 

In this way they represent a turn of the hourHn a love for satire 
they were so early in the field that later comers am sure) will do 
them little justice unless they insist upon it^They were not alone in 
satire; but it was they who first revived a quasi-Augustan temper 
after the First World War, and first made scathingly merry with 
those over whom Siegfried Sassoon loosed his indignation. It was 
Osbert Sitwell who called his poem “War-Horses,” and thus at¬ 
tacked aged fashionables who had been a little subdued in the War 
yeafs: 

“How they come out 
—^These Septuagenarian Butterflies— 

After resdng 
For four years I 

y • f Surely they are more spirited 
Than ever? 

Their enamelled wings 
Are rusty with waiting 
—Their eyelids 
Sag a little 

Like those of a bloodhound; 

But they swim gaily into the limelight.” 

Those were the days when old men and old women were 
publicly arraigned—^not for the first time, for Shaw had set the 
example in those old nineties which he adorned—as humbugs with 
neither brains nor consciences, vampires and performers of blood- 
sacrifices. It was the new amtude. 
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“They, the few. 

The chosen, the peculiar.” 

M. R. Mitford: IUen^\ 

B efore saying another word about books, I must explain to 
those who know no better that Central London is mapped for 
some forgotten reason into different quarters. Thus, Soho, 
which lies between Shaftesbury Avenue on the south and some not 
quite clearly defined point to the north of Oxford Street, is the home 
of a part of London’s foreign population and is a centre for French 
and Italian restaurants; Belgravia is the old highly fashionable 
district west of the Green Park, Ma3ffair the extraordinanly aristo¬ 
cratic section north of Piccadilly and east of Hyde Park, and sq on. 
And Bloomsbury, which I have made the title of this chapter, lies 
to the north of New Oxford Street, between Tottenham Court 
Road upon the one side and Gray’s Inn Road upon the other. It is 
the great quarter for squares and private hotels, straight plain 
Georgian houses (but Georgian in its eighteenth-century sense), 
publishers, a few prostitutes, and, residentially, a kind qf bourgeois 
or aesthetic-bourgeois selectness. In it lie the British Museum and 
the great Foundling Hospital of Thomas Coram; and during and 
immediately after the First World War it became the spiritual, some¬ 
times the actual, home of exiles from Cambridge University. 

Other members of this fraternity, the so-called Intelligentsia, 
lived upon the farther side of Tottenham Court Road, and these 
were the artists and rebels; more still lived in Chelsea, down by the 
River Thames, where artists, poets, and mere frequenters of studios 
gave rise to more self-expository novels than any other class of 
people then living. Such younger aesthetes were not the real thing; 
they saw themselves as characters in a “modn” tale by Murger or a 
satirical novel by Aldous Huxley, and were of no account. The seat of 
intellectual ton lay in Bloomsbury. There, in the shadow of learning’s 
home from home, Bloomsbivry (as the embodiment of an assumption) 
felt strAigfe it^ intellectual superiority to the rest of British man¬ 
kind. It rep^ented culture. It was full of what Desmond MacCarthy 
• . m ' s 



274 the GEORGIAN LITERARY SCENE 

called ‘‘alert, original men and women,” and what I call ill-mannered 
and pretentious dilettanti. 

I must make two things clear. First that I write harshly of 
Bloomsbury from sheer maUce. I have suffered no ill from Blooms¬ 
bury: whenever I have had any relation with its chief figures that 
relation has been mutually kind. My dislike of it (which I avow, 
although in writing of its leaders I shall try as usual to explain their 
incontestable excellences) is due entirely to what seems to me to be a 
conflict between its performance and its presumption. The second 
thing to be made clear is that—in consequence of my inability to 
share it—I believe the love of Bloomsbury on MacCarthy’s part to 
be an aberration. I by no means include MacCarthy among my 
dilettanti. He is a critic with whom I seldom agree (that can’t be 
helped); but he is an intelligent man, an excellent and informative 
talker (given, perhaps, to monologue, but ever courteous to inter¬ 
rupters), and he reads poetry very well indeed. His essays are always 
urbane, and his knowledge of books and people far greater than my 
own. 

The glory of Bloomsbury was not a modest glory, and for me 
modesty is the only true glory. It had no love for others; and for me 
a love of others, which was good enough for Shakespeare, is essential 
to the production of great literature. I call it pretentious, because it 
claimed aristocracy. Criticism it regarded as lese-majesti^ and met 
it, or anticipated it, with personal insult—but that, perhaps, is a 
consequence of not being quite sure of its own superiority to 
criticismAl think it bad manners. 

I presume that there was another side to the picture; and that 
Bloqmsbury really imagined itself as suffering from the assaults of 
Philistia. I do not know why it should have done so. If the complaint 
was that ordinary people were too stupid to read the books of 
Bloomsbury, that seems to me a paradox, and Mahomet, you re¬ 
member, went to the mountain. If nobody read my books, I should be 
sorry; but I should think it was because the books lacked interest. 
Bloomsbury, as to its own books, took a different view. Like an even 
later generation of dilettanti, it wanted to boss and impress people into 
reading what it wrote, wheAer they liked it or not; that is, it wanted 
to be read from snobbery—a snobbery of culture;—and by writing 
above the heads of Tom, Dick, and Harry, to lead Tom, Dick, and 
Harry to higher things. In the same way, very stupid Englishmen 
shout ill English at foreigners, and then say: “They’re fools; they 
don’t understand English.” It is a kind of insularity—insulatedness 
—of mind, and rises from lack of familiar contact with other modes 
of thought and feeling than its own, • 

The odd thing about that is that Bloomsbury^ wa^^olitically 
Left, and only intellectually Royalist—^royalist, you uifuerstand, to 
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itself. It had a powerful wish to dominate the Labour Party by means 
of an aristocratic caucus, a kind of group dictatorship ‘of brains, 
after, I suppose, the Russian model, in ignorance of the fact that the 
English as a nation (apart from the unemployed) are practically a 
petty bourgeoisie. Further, it alienated the very people it would have 
impressed by its determined patr^age of the arts and artists and a 
tremendous parade of refinementf Ostentatious refinement, indeed, 
was a part of its assertion of superiorit}^ and I have so long believed 
all ostentation to be vulgar that I ani sure Bloomsbury, at heart, 
was vulgar. It loved the eighteenth century—the wits, you know,— 
and was fashionably coarse in its conversation. This you would 
expect, if you had read Hazlitt’s book of talks with Northcote; 
for Hazlitt said (I have telescoped two passages): 

^ lS the common people sought for refinement as a treaty people 
h life were fond of grossness as a relief to their over-strained 
affectation of gentility . . . Fashion is gentility running away from 
vulgarity, and afraid of being overtaken by it. It is a sign the two 
things are not very far asunder.* J 

It dressed distinctively and—in the female part of it—did its hair as 
Mrs. Gaskell used to do hers a hundred years ago, wearing long ear¬ 
rings and in some way managing always to look sickly. - When it 
laughed, it grimaced desperately; for its laughter was painfully self- 
conscious.m spoke with great affectation, introducing all the voVels 
into so simple a word as “no.” It was conversationally insincere, 
what one wcmld call “strained”; but although its tones were the^ 
tones of wi^ constantly hear far wittier talk at my Club, where 
men tWnk l^s of showing off than of contributing to the general 
gaiety/lt was very sensitive and sarcastic (“ahrony”);»jv'as full of 
jealou^ontempts; was spiteful and resented being ignored, although 
it went in a good deal for the wilful ignoring of others. And it hkd 
the impudence to accuse all who did not support its pretensions t(i 
superiority of either being fatuous or of selling the pass to the enemy.] 
The enemy was Democracyj^ 


f “Cambricfec is a world of subdued tones, of excessively subtle humours, of prim 
conduct and free thinking; it fears the parent, but it has no fear of God; it offers amidst 
surroimdings that vary between dinginess and antiquarian charm the inflammation of 
literature’s purple draught.*\ • 

J .tf. G. UTelJs: The New MacbiopellL 

S o {(luch for Bloomsbviry as it was. It will have been noted that I 
spoke of it as the home *of exiles from Cambridge University; 
and I shSuIS|^k4 to try and show, very briefly, how I think Blooms¬ 
bury came ixlto being, and how during the First World War anil 
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immediately after that War it found its opportunity for taking the 
town. If the account I* have given of the progress of young Warriors 
from idealistic patriotism to hatred of all civilians and old men is 
superficial, this will be equally superficial. The whole subject calls 
for much closer inve^igation than I can give it, and a more scholarly 
experience than minelNevertheless, if one could succeed in providing 
only a glimpse of groupings and directions it would be better than 
nothing at alft My account can always be corrected by those better 
informed; and I shall naturally speak only in the most general terms. 

Earlier in the book I drew attention to the rise of what is not so 
much a convention of classicism as a convention of “classiness” in 
our modern authors. Until we reached the novelists of the “younger 
generation” very few of our subjects had been men and women 
educated at the older universities. They had been boys and girls 
who pushed themselves into notice as the result of character and 
talent, and not boys and girls whose education had lasted continu¬ 
ously from childhood until the twenty-third or twenty-fourth year 
of life, so that they reached London ignorant of practical affairs 
but primed with omniscience. This convention has been much 
increased of late years, and while the youngest critics are miniature 
pedagogues, the typical novelists are men of encyclopaedic display. 

I shall timidly venture a guess at the reason for this changeJBt is 
that ^thorship has become a specialized career for highly ediJ rated 
mei^^ the past, novelists were first of all printers, hack dramatists, 
or hara journalists, spinster ladies or Writers to the Signethit was 
mot until the Victorian day that they lived openly and crraitably 
upon their royalties and could afford to be known socially as enter¬ 
tainers of t\ie people. For a time then they glittered in the public eye, 
and were beloved. But when the Victorian heyday of novel-writing 
passed, and when other professions could absorb all the rising 
ambition, it was not smart to be a novelist. Sales were less remunera¬ 
tive; circulating libraries called the tune; competition with women 
was more intense than it had been. Young men of good birth or 
micjdle-class family went to the universities, and if a career was to be 
followed they entered Politics or the Law. There were great openings 
in Medicine or in the Banking or Shipping worlds; there was the 
Qvil Service, Home and Indian, in which with constant expansion 
many plums could be gathered. And so on. Such university gradu¬ 
ates as^ became novelists in those days slipped into novel-writing 
while they were briefless, of during holidays from banks, or because 
they found time hang heavy on their hands in some other respectable 
career. They never said in youth, as they did in the Georgian jsra of 
1910-1935, that they were entering, ilot the Church or the Army, 
no^ Parliament or the Law, but the Novel. ^ 

^But with the development of competitive examinations, the great 
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growth of the scholarship system, and the overcrowding of the 
professions generally, it became increasingly difficult to find openings 
for young men of good birth and ordinary talen^Until the British 
Broadcasting Corporation expanded, there were offered to such 
men only the alternatives of Politics, the Bar, Schoolmastering, or 
Business. Now there is Literature as well. Hence the Pedagogishness. 
Talent and taste cannot bo taught; but aesthetic rules can be taught, 
and if you call any aesthetic dogma a “principle"’ it can be used ever 
after as something indubitable and made a foundation for artistic 
practice. 

When I was young, and the first burst of these University men 
with an inclination for novel-writing was upon the land, all young 
writers seemed to me to come from Oxford. I read manuscripts all 
day long, and they dealt with emotional adventures on the part of 
youths schooled in such matters upon the banks of the Cherwell. 
I heard a great deal about Aristotle, Keats, Matthew Arnold, and the 
Isis; nothing at all about the Backs, the Cam, or O.B. But most of 
those books remained unpublished; and among men of that genera¬ 
tion only Compton Mackenzie made any serious mark upon the 
novel On the other hand, Cambridge could boast Cannan, Walpole, 
and (not least) E. M. Forster. It was E. M. Forster who in 1910 
received a colossal boost in The Daily Mail for “Howard’s End,” and 
was credibly reported in publishing circles as a sequel to have^old 
ten thousand copies. Cambridge had the advantage. 

Since that time, and around and since the First World War, 
Cambridge University has supplied England with all the Intelli¬ 
gentsia it can do with. Among philosophers and scientific teachers, 
McTaggart, G. E. Moore, A. N. Wliitehead, Lowes Dicjdnson, and 
Bertrand Russell make a formidable group. Roger Fry and Clive 
Bell had from 1915 onward a glorious aesthetic day; and in the later 
dazzling success of popularized astronomy Jeans and Eddington 
took every prize. There were novelists and poets innumerable, from 
Rupert Brooke to les jeunes. From the—to me, first-class—biographical 
works of F. A. Simpson and the charming caricatures of Ljitton 
Strachey, we have all drawn our sense of the prowess of the age in 
this department of letters. And if I were to continue in detail I am 
sure everybody would suppose Cambridge the fount from which all 
learning and literary facility flow. Fortunately I shall be able to stop 
at this point; for I have said enough to show that Cambridge is a 
very much larger place than Bloomsbury ever was, and yet a place to 
which Bloomsbury owes both its best names and a certain devasta- 
tingi^ess of mind little touched by the curious gift of imagination. 
Imagination I take to be the faculty by means of which one enters 
into thS tS^ds of others and is not surprised to find them full of 
good things.'tThat is not the only powe^ of imagination; but it is the 
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one most interesting to myself. If he has any intellect at all, a Cam¬ 
bridge man can bring his intellect to bear upon a subject, and in so 
far as the subject can be put into mathematical or philosophical form 
he is capable of understanding it and possibly of illuminating it. But 
until he has brought out all his critical apparatus he is at a dis¬ 
advantage and is highly suspicious of the subject, his interlocutor’s 
knowledge of the subject, and the importance of the subject. Even 
then, he is impervious to outside suggestion. He knows best. It was 
a Cambridge don, I feel sure, who figured in Stanley Baldwin’s 
story of the undergraduate and the don. The don said: ‘T met your 
sister last night”; the undergraduate said: “That was my mother; 
I have no sister.” The don said: “I think, on reconsideration, you 
will find it was your sister.” 


Ill 

“L’inconvenicnt du r^gne de I’opinion, qui d’ailleurs procure la liberti^ c’cst qu’elle 
8C m6lc de ce dont elle n*a que faire; parexemple: la vie privcc. De Ul la tristesse de 
I’Am^rique ct de TAnglcterre.” 

Stendhal: Le Rouge et le Noir. 

I MUST now return to the moment of the outbreak of the First 
World War, because I wish to indicate what effect this outbreak 
had upon some sections of the civilian population, and particularly 
upon such writers as remained in civilian life. But before coming to 
the writers I want to speak of one or two things which seem per¬ 
tinent to the assumption of the young poets that all civilians were 
morally responsible to the continuance and the horribleness of the 
First World War. 

Never before in the history of modern England had the entire 
population been engaged in warfare. The Boer War, it is true, had 
produced a call for recruits; but it had been a very distant humiliation 
and it had been fought with the small British standing army against 
an enemy calculable in thousands. This European War was an 
immediate terror. The conditions were all new, frightful, and ex¬ 
ceedingly disconcerting. The English are not a warlike people (their 
great generals, for the most part, have been Irishmen and Scots¬ 
men) ; and they did not at first realize how much the War was going 
to interfere with the life of nearly everybody in the land. Taken 
aback by unexpected calamity, they looked about them—it was in¬ 
stinctive in a peace-loving people—for reassuring catchwords; and 
while some of the youngest and most ardent, and the least thought¬ 
ful of all, shouted in the way of mobs, the elders hung upofi the 
words of statesmen—^who solemnly declared that “we shall not 
sheathe the sword,” and thereby I am sure created u/consciously 

a new test of sobriety—or prophet-journalists sudfi as Horatio 

• • 
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Bottomley, or any other speakers or writers who could give them a 
verbal straw to clutch. Some genius at that moment seiied upon a 
crucial aspect of the civilian problem. He said: “Business as usual.” 

That phrase was afterwards greatly condemned; but at the 
moment of utterance it was as excellent as the “Keep calm, ladies 
and gentlemen,” of any theatre manager who soothes an audience 
in terror of fire. In effect, it said: “Don’t rush madly to the exit; 
you’ll only be in the way. Wait until you are told what to do.” 
Casuists distorted it in a thousand ways, pretending that it was the 
cry of the profiteer, a smugness, an effort to ignore the War, and so 
on. They were wrong in doing this. The War brought many base 
things to the surface, horrible things; but I should include among 
these an intense and revolting self-righteousness upon the part of 
those who prided themselves upon being in a minority. “Business 
as usual” was only a phrase; but it was a phrase calculated to calm a 
population better employed then in going about its daily work than 
in yielding to hysteria. Misuse of the phrase grew; but by that time 
the country had settled down to the War, had forgotten some of its 
idealism, and was dealing in cliche. 

This brings me to another point. It was made a cause of accusa¬ 
tion against the elders that they said: “This is a young man’s war.” 
That, too, became a clich6. But then, contrary to E. M. Forster’s 
view that Dickens’s characters were unreal because they were em¬ 
bodied repetitions, the majority of English people express themselves 
by means of stereotyped phrases. They are not ready with eloquence. 
However deeply they feel, the words which issue from their lips are 
often enough stale old maxims which fastidious modern writers take 
elaborate pains to avoid. “This is a young man’s war” n^eant, not, as 
the indignant have tried to prove, “we old men have made a war; 
thank God we haven’t got to fight in it,” but “I am ashamed of my 
own uselessness.” It was an apology; that it became perfunctory, 
and was soon perverted by pacificists into “this is an old man’s war,” 
is true; but the first impulse was genuine. 

However, opponents of the participation of Great Britain in 
any war whatever must fasten as they can upon phrase and bogey/ 
It is thought that they are dishonest, that they are prigs, that they 
hate their native land, that they are such physical cowards that 
(taking advantage of personal immunity) they shout affronts from 
safe places. All these things are untrue. Some of them a«e prigs, 
some are physical cowards, some are dishonest; but most pacificists 
are either moral or intellectual pedants, and in most of them a love 
of ^pgland and belief in her superiority to all other lands whatever 
has attained a fantastic heig*ht. They really do believe that England 
leads the^orld; and that if England would but hang herself in 
olive branchts and go forth unarmed ^11 other peoples would be so 
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impressed that they would follow suit and the millennium be 
attained. But they are not markedly courteous to opponents in their 
advocacy of this course, and might be not inaptly called Militant 
Pacificists. 

When the First World War broke out, while poets and common 
men rushed at least to offer themselves as sacrifices to truth (or what 
they believed to be truth), many intellectuals who were fixed in their 
ways refused to recognize it as a fact.fThey had supposed war to be 
an anachronism; they had proved COTiclusively that it would not 
pay; and they said they would by no means endorse the action of any 
government which allowed the country to be dragged into any con¬ 
flict. JpTo heated (but stereotyped) inquiries as to what they would do 
if their houses were on fire, and did they want to be ruled by Ger¬ 
mans, etc., they returned various answers. They thought they were 
guided by principles; but perhaps they were only incapable of de¬ 
parting from theory. 

Moreover, there were other elements in their argument. Nearly 
all intellectuals of that day were or had been old-fashioned Liberals, 
and to old-fashioned Liberals Czarist Russia had long been the 
Great Peril to Peace. They considered France as militarist and in¬ 
transigent. They had German educational memories, or German 
social connections; and one at least of them, Arthur Ponsonby, had 
written and published a pamphlet called ‘‘Democracy and the 
Control of Foreign Affairs” (1912) in which the definitely anti- 
German trend of British foreign policy was arraigned and con¬ 
demned. In so far, therefore, as there was any political leaning on the 
part of these Liberals it was in the direction of Germany. But they 
were, not ‘‘pro-German,” as was hastily said by the idiotic; their 
real interest was not in Germany but in the rectitude of their own 
country. 

Now a zeal for rectitude can be very obstinate. It can be humour¬ 
less. It can be a bigotry. For as you remember Macaulay says: 

“The doctrine which from the very first origin of religious dis¬ 
sensions, has been held by all bigots of all sects, when condensed into 
a few words, and stripped of rhetorical disguise is simply this; I am 
in the right, and you are in the wrong. When you are the stronger 
you ought to tolerate me; for it is your duty to tolerate truth. But 
when I am the stronger, I shall persecute you; for it is my duty to 
persecute error.” 

!• 

These men, being in a minority, felt themselves wronged. Some of 
them insisted, in the spirit of martyrdom or the spirit of obstinate 
consistency, upon saying things on behalf of truth which to the 
government of the day, heavy with responsibility &r/^m&ing the 
War, seemed unhelpfid. One or two of them were sen# to prison. 
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Their disciples, who also refused to acknowledge the War, and 
who were of military age, suffered a good deal—am not denying 
that the stupidest and most unimaginative people in the country, 
being narrow patriots in a funk, were terribly active in persecution, 
—and, when conscription was introduced into England, were 
forced into the ranks of what were called "'Conscientious Ob¬ 
jectors/’ Conscientious Objectors were supposed to be men who 
had a religious aversion from the idea of taking life; these more 
intellectual objectors were opposed to participation in any war 
because they thought war a stupid barbarism and because they saw 
no reason why they should be compelled to fight against their wills. 
Some of them were merely opinionated young men; others were 
men of such high principles that they would have died rather than 
sacrifice them. All, by their comfortably "indispensable” critics in 
the Jingo press, were labelled "pasty-faces.” 

Among those who went to prison for his opinions was Bertrand 
Russell, who on the outbreak of the War was a lecturer at Trinity 
College, Cambridge (of which college he was a scholar); and 
possibly the most distinguished of all the Intellectual Objectors was 
Lytton Strachey. There were many others who similarly objected, 
and where they were men known in good society they wece some¬ 
times lucky enough to be found what was called "Alternative” 
service, which left them at large and with time to follow normal 
pursuits. Others were less fortunate. Most of those who names were 
known in the literary world, and who did not serve in France or the 
East, remained alive, and augmented the number of their publica¬ 
tions. But they, too, like the young officers represented by Owen 
and Sassoon, were displeased with the turn things had taken. They 
had come into conflict with Authority, with Patriotism*at its crass¬ 
est; and, having by their action in resisting military service revealed 
obstinacy and some moral courage, they decidedly had moved in 
opinion towards something like political anarchy/A kind of moral 
anarchy had already been brought into existence oy other circum¬ 
stances; and this was quickly rationalized. The way was being 
opened for that inter-war world of fruitless intolerance which 
found literary expression in the highly theorized work of the 
Intelligentsia of all countries. 
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iv.' Bertrand Russell 

f'Even if the open windows of science at first make us shiver after the cosy indoor 
warmth of traditional humanizing myths, in the end the fresh air brings vigour, and the 
great spaces have a splendour of their own.” J 

^ Bertrand Bsissell: What I Believe, 

I HAVE no business to write about Bertrand Russell—even as a 
writer: I am quite incompetent to discuss mathematics—^while I 
ignore his great mathematical collaborator, Whitehead; and yet I 
shall do so for the reason that Russell is known to me and White- 
head is not (I speak in two senses), and for the further reason that 
Russell has far more directly influenced the England of his time than 
Whitehead has done. 

Bertrand Russell belongs to one of the oldest aristocratic 
families in England, which I learn has been traced back as far as the 
god Thor. His grandfather, the first Earl Russell, was third son 
of the sixth Duke of Bedford, and Bertrand Russell himself, al¬ 
though he does not use the title in connection with his work, is the 
third Earl. He was born in 1872. In person he is not very tall, is 
thin, has a good deal of grey hair, a long clean-shaven upper lip and 
receding chin, and in conversation wears at all times a pleasant 
smile which is neither dry nor indulgent but which has in it the 
elements of both dryness and indulgence. His eyes, which one 
immediately notices, are luminous and amused. They are very 
‘intelligent eyes, bright and clear; I think they may be blue, but if not 
blue they are a particularly lively grey. His voice has no volume; it 
is slightly fio^inish, a buzzing tone vocalized chiefly between the 
tip of the'*tongue and the front teeth (I seem to hear him saying 
‘•Yiss, yiss” without opening his mouth at all). He lectures well 
and interestingly but without zest; I presume in the way that men 
lecture at our older universities, rather conversationally. Several 
of his books consist of reprinted lectures. In talk he is considerate 
and.friendly, does not laugh much (according to my recollection), 
but pays heed to what is said and is amused by it. He makes no 
attempt to shine; but is witty enough when need arises. 

Russell is a mathematician, a sceptic, and a Socialist. He believes 
in the utmost freedom for every human being (and for some years 
ran a ^iiool for children who were supposed to do whatever they 
pleased); and at the time I mow discuss he demanded, or I under¬ 
stood him to demand, that the will of the individual should be sub¬ 
ordinated to the good of the community. Later still, of course, he 
has emerged a grand champion of the individual, with all the greater 
power because, philosophically, he is aware of all the arguments for 
the onmipotent State. His h/^lief is that f the good lifers one inspired 
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by love and guided by knowledg^” but when he defines love he is 
constrained to do so by means of the chilly word rbenevolence,” 
which in mrn he defines indissoluble combination of the two 

elementsj delight and well-wishing” Ecstasy is rather outside his 
sympathy. In the same way, hisflemition of knowledge was at one 
^ime “scientific knowledge ana knowledge of particular fact^ 
^isdom, which lies less in a knowledge of facts than in a true int'S- 
pretation of them, is unprovable, and therefore at this time interested 
him lessj^rt, which is a mystery, was for him but a department of 
metaph;^c^ His universe was a material universe; his ideal world at 
that time rdpresented for me a tyranny of the reason. 

These remarks must all be modified in the light of Russell’s 
later and as I think profounder teaching, which has been in favour of 
a more coloured kindness than “benevolence,” and certainly of a 
more humane attitude to the individual. But I think I have not 
seriously misrepresented the view he took at the time of the First 
World War. And I think I am still right in saying, as I did in the 
first edition of “The Georgian Literary Scene”, that when presented 
with a moral question Russell judges it, as far as I can tell, with as 
much prejudice as you or I would show. He has a great dislike of 
parents, schoolmasters, policemen, and judges—all of whom repre¬ 
sent for him embodiments of authority. He hates the English Public 
School system, on the ground (among others, perhaps) thjtt it 
encourages Public School boys to imagine themselves better than 
other boys. I feel bound here to say that the men in England who 
now attack the Public School system show no sign of humility; theii^ 
line seems rather to be that they are as much superior to ordinary 
Public School boys as ordinary Public School boys are superior to the 
rest of mankind. Perhaps this arrogance does not strike themselves: 
it is evident to others. In Russell’s case there has been a contempt 
for the herd. Whether he knew of old that the herd was made up of 
individuals I cannot say: I suspect that, being a logician and 
mathematician, he regarded the herd as a dehumanized extension of 
the individual, and represented it in his mind by an algebraical sign. 
He changed. He saw what totalitarianism can do, and he did not 
like what he saw. 

His importance to his age, and incidentally to this portion of my 
book, lies in the fact that he gave a lead to the “modns.” He resisted 
the First World War upon intellectual grounds; he wanted to try 
the method of non-resistance to aggressV)n, which he thought would 
disorganize the Kaiser’s Germans. That showed that he was no 
realist; and that he was less psychologist than logician. But he was 
courageous and those who thought him a crank and a danger to his 
country^rel^ctad his courage. T^ey put him in prison—a sure sign 
of respect. B«t his opinions could not.be put in prison; and those 
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men whom he had taught shared them. They, too, as I have related, 
opposed themselves to the government in an emergency; they, too, 
made their claim to be above the State’s command. Several of them 
put into excellent literary form a protest against compulsion of any 
kind. In so doing, they were conscious of going against the spirit 
of their countrymen; and became in a sense philosophic rebels, 
justif}dng rebellion upon logical grounds. They began more and 
more eagerly to consider the different forms of ideal government 
which had been suggested in the course of history by Plato, More, 
Hobbes, Morris, and Wells. They looked abroad, to the Continent 
of Europe; where, since the First World War, many forms of 
government have been tried. Democracy as England knew it, which 
was in effect government by the illiterate herd, would no longer 
answer. It gave no scope to superior brains. 

What alternatives were there to Democracy? The Russian 
revolution gave one answer; but Bertrand Russell did not feel 
satisfied with what he saw in Russia in 1920, and he said so. Bol¬ 
shevism was too much like government by the herd to suit what I 
must repeat is essentially an aristocratic temper. The common good 
was still his aim; but it was a common good reached through such 
^iberty for the individual that every individual was an aristocrat. 
No authority ought to impose an arbitrary will upon men; all men 
Should work for die good life by following their own untrammelled 
desires. Somehow their desires, fulfilled, would provide happiness 
for all. The lines, limitlessly extended, never cross, because they are 
Ikll straight, and all aspiring.jNot England, where freedom is des¬ 
troyed by the Christian d^trine of rewards and punishments; 
not Russia,^where things, although different, are hardly any better; 
not thina ’(though he has visited China, and like other visiting 
English philosophers was impressed by the possibilities of pure 
philosophy); not hysterical America—but Utopia is the ideal. In 
Utopia alone, where men are automata, things will be better, 
more logical, freer from the horrors of man-made authority. 

There speaks the thoroughly dissatisfied man; the man who, in 
common with so many of the intellectual Left, is out of harmony 
with his fellow-creatures and curiously distorts their good nature, 
their selfishness, their absorbingly interesting manifestations of 
virtue and cruelty, and their unruliness, into a malignant system by 
which Pertrand Russell is oppressed and to which he opposes an 
uncompromising resistance,! Russell can give you his analysis of 
social ills and his plan for a new and better world with the utmost 
clearness. His extensions arc all accurately calculated, his argugients 
all well expressed. He is entirely convincing. If you want proof, he 
offers proof. If you are prejudiced, he confirms pre(>udi^. He seemsi 
to win you not by heaciy eloquence, but by sober fads, facts, facts j 
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If those facts are your type of facts, he is incontrovertible; for his j 
argum’ent from the facts is the argument of a considcr^Ie logician. I 

But for some people, such as myself, to whomftogic is the 
enemy of trutl^ Russell is an unconvincing pleader. I think I know 
why it is so iii my own case. It is because, sympathizing with so 
many of his views and assumptions, I find him entirely unreal in his 
pictures of life. They do not correspond to anything familiar in my 
own experience. He speaks, it is true, of men and women—but not of 
men and women as I have ever known them—as strange persecuting 
brutes, judges, policemen, schoolmasters, parents; all oppressors. 
These people, I say to myself, have never been anything but kind to 
me; the men and women—and then suddenly I realize that when 
Bertrand Russell says "'men and women” he is not in fact talking 
about men and women at all. He is thinking of them, not as souls, or 
as Brown, Jones, Swinnerton, or Horatio Bottomley, but as x andj, 

; and He does not know them, and cannot think of them, as any¬ 
thing else. He is incapable of knowing men and women. They are 
no more to him than tables and chairs; much less—^until they put 
him in prison for what they regard as irrelevance—than the quantum 
theory. 

When once you have realized that about Bertrand Russell, you 
have encountered his paralysing limitation as a social philosopher. 
His training in logic and mathematics has given him a wonderful 
intellectual instrument, but he can only think upon straight lines. 
For him, knowledge is knowledge of demonstrable facts. In a world 
full of unreason he can only deal with phenomena by treating theni 
as forces. To him the word "magistrate” is the power to punish; 
""good” the fulfilment of a positive desire; "love” a coi^bination of 
delight and well-wishing; of the abstract or the mystic he has no 
conception, for the impulsive and irrational no formula and no 
patience.(The suggestion that a man may know everything and 
understand nothing would be meaningless to him^In that respect hcj 
is typical of the modern temper, dominated by a^ense of the law ofl 
science and economics, proud of its intellect and its formulae:* but! 
out of touch with men and women. Men and women, indeed, unless • 
they are represented, for statistical purposes, as figures or letters, 
mean as much as that "‘Man Power” upon which strategists used to 
lecture during the First World War (rather less in the more mobile 
Second World War), which is as much as to say that tjicy arc 
counters. To such counters, hypothetical as they arc, hypothetically 
ideal freedom may be easily granted. (One can picture a world of 
counjers and rules, highly satisfying to scientist^ But it is not the 
world as it exists today; and when the desires of real men conflict 
with B 8 rtf 9 sid Russell's desires these men become in his view .a 
mob, and thek common view a tytsumy,to which anarchy is the only 
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possible response. This is the aristocratic attitude; and can be held 
today only by those who favour dictatorship and those v^ho are 
doctrinaires. Russell, politically, is a doctrinaire. The fact that he is 
also a very brilliant writer and philosopher helped him to spread 
doctrinaire views throughout that small section of “alert, original 
men and women” to whom imagination was a lost faculty. 


V. Roger Fry and Clive Bell 

r*Eveiy company is differently circumstanced and has its peculiar cant and jargon; 
igimich may give occasion to wit and mirth within that circle, but would seem flat and 
insipid in any other.^ 

('A ' Chesterfield: Letters to His Son. 

W HEN we take a step forward to the aesthetic views of Blooms¬ 
bury we are in a different country from that inhabited by 
Bertrand Russell. We are not concerned with facts, but emotions, 
and not concerned with general emotions, but with something 
which Fry and Bell seem both inclined to specify as a particular 
emotion, the aesthetic/The history of aesthetics must remain outside 
our purview; but it iV necessary to remark upon the fact that late 
in the nineteenth century certain artists revolted against "what 
ha^prmously T^eed considered unbreakable rules in representa¬ 
tional art.^ Whistler and his colleagues, who became known as 
flmpressiomsts, claimed to be ‘‘pure’^ artists, in the sense that 
Nhey wanted not to go on painting in accordance with common 
knowledge of the nature of objects, but to present something 
else,^the artist’s unspoilt and unsophisticated vision of appearancy 
Put crudely this claim was to the effect “I know a table has fom 
legs; but to me it looks like a shiny pool in the midst of shadow, 
and that is how I shall represent it. Stand away, close your eyes, 
peer, and see if you don’t find something new—eh?” They were 
in revolt against literalism. The fact that their revolt was but a 
stag^. in the progress of art need not concern us here. 

What concerns us is that when once Whistler and his fellow- 
workers had established Impressionism those who followed them 
carried the ideas of Impressionism farther and farther until they 
managed altogether to substitute design for representation, and 
to paiiv pictures which were not so much accomplished portraits 
of recognizable objects as* (superficially) blobs of colour com¬ 
municating inexplicable emotion to the beholder. The English 
public knew nothing, or very little, about the new movement 
among painters; for it occurred in Prance. But in a year 

softer King George came to the throne, there was ailen^atj on in 
London. An exhibition wag held of paintings by some men who 
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were called ‘Tost-Impressionists/* Screams and catcalls filled 
the air r one hastened to observe the newek horrors and decry 
them; or—either with sincerity or in the pursuit of taste—one 
reverently prostrated oneself before a tremendous innovation 
in the aesthetic ideas of the age. 

Post-Impressionism had its sensation, and then, instead of 
passing away, it stayed. This is an important fact. To Bloomsbury, 
all aesthetically “first-class” stuff, from Impressionism to the stream 
of consciousness and existentialism, has arrived by way of Paris; 
and this was a crucial moment for Bloomsbury. The man who by 
chance had been responsible for the gathering of those pictures 
which made the fuss was Roger Fry. \ 

Now R oger Fry was all his life a painter and a critic of art. 
He was rriofe than that; he was a truly,creative intelligence. Born 
in 1866, he had taken a science degree at Cambridge, and had then 
turned his mind to the study of painting, which he followed in 
Paris after leaving King’s College. Being, as I presume, of inde¬ 
pendent means, he was always free to follow his own bent; and 
being, unquestionably, a man of altogether exceptional taste and 
sincerity, he never collated his writings in order to make quite sure 
that each was strictly consistent with all the others. The consequence 
is that he really progressed with the years. He was one of the few 
men who learnt wisdom by experience. That is a sure sign of great¬ 
ness. Not an absolutely first-class painter, he during the whole of his 
life interested himself in, and was never obsessed by, aesthetic 
theory, and his influence in that department of speculation upon * 
men born in the eighties was of great and ever-increasing virtue. 

He himself dated some part of his development fronr^ a reading 
of Tolstoy’s “What is Art?” that powerful, sometimes tprofound, 
and absurd and self-confuting book, in which a moralist, after 
pointing out that art is a means of communicating the emotions, 
then established to his own satisfaction that the only proper purpose 
of art is the promotion of good deeds. Tolstoy’s theory would 
set a lively tract above the greatest paintings, symphonies, and pUys 
and novels ever written. Naturally Fry was much too subtle a 
person to be deceived by any such assumption; and so he took what 
was valuable in Tolstoy’s essay and proceeded to the creation of 
his own aesthetic. 

He was not the only man to be doing this round about tl^ turn 
of the century. Croce, the Italian philosopher, who was born in 
the same year as Try, elaborately divides the mind of man into 
two faculties, the imaginative and the rational, the first taking the 
form of aesthetic activity, thfe second of philosophy, and builds 
.upon thft ^treipendous structure. Less ambitious than Croce,, 
.whom he mucb admired, Arthur C]utt9n-Brock, who must have 
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been another contemporary, and a friend of Fry’s, did not as far as 
I know systematize his esthetic theory, but applied exceptional 
sensitiveness to the study of individu^ paintings and individual 
books. All three w ere active at the sajQe time; and of the three 
Fry published least. When he said an5rthing he said it modestly 
and briefly and with great persuasiveness. You can find most of 
his opinions charmingly and beautifully expressed in a single 
volume of essays called “Vision and Design.” 

Fry, at the coming of Post-Impressionism as a cult, was not 
prepared to write a book crystallizing its theories. But his friend 
Qive Bell was prepared and did in fact write a story which 
in its day was one of the most striking of all expanded pamphlets 
on an artistic theme. It was Bell’s “Art” which provided a rallying 
point for all who in 1914 were for the new as against the old. It 
was a tremendously amusing book for anybody; really witty, 
really brilliant; quite different in tone and lack of charity from 
Fry’s writings. Fry quietly and gravely sets out his idea, first that 
“Morality appreciates emotion by the standard of resultant action. 
Art appreciates emotion in and for itself,” and second that: 

“I think we are all agreed that we mean by significant form some¬ 
thing other than agreeable arrangements of form, harmonious pat¬ 
terns, and the like. We feel that a work which possesses it is the out- 
.vome of an endeavour to express an idea rather than to create a 
pleasing object. Personally, at least, I always feel that it implies the 
effort on the part of the artist to bend to our emotional understanding 
by means of his passionate conviction some intractable material which 
is alien to our spirit.” 

But Bell, using that same term, “significant form,” was by no 
means as tentative. He had not only 5 ie business of defending an 
idea, but the enjoyable task of demolishing a million popular 

{ uctures. He leapt to it (as Mrs. Benson said Robert Hugh Benson 
eapt towards the Roman Catholic faith) “as a lover to his mistress.” 
Not content with demolishing pictures, he scattered through 
his pages a little general literary knowledge, vivacious statements 
about himself as a student of music and archeology, about the 
Gothic, about Renaissance millionaires (they “could be vulgar 
and brutal, but they were great gentlemen”), and many oAer 
things. The effect now is much less impressive than it was in 1914, 
but Bell was younger then, and the critical world was less nobly 
aloof from poor mortals, than its present demand for “the best 
only” can allow. He was a bright portent. 

He was bom in i88i, so that he must have been thirty-three 
when “Art” was published. In the‘ book he first (hscussed the 
nature of art, then its relations with religion, historf,-^ attd ethics,, 
then its history, and finally Post-Impressionism as theory, practice 
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and influence. But the important part of hfs work was precisely 
his attempt to define what it is in any work df art which cstabfishes 
its claim to be art. He said: 

^“Either all works of visual art have some common quality, or 
wnen we speak of ‘works of art’ we gibber.^Everyone speaks of 
‘art,’ making a mental classification by which he distinguishes the 
class ‘works of art’ from all other classes. What is the quality common 
and peculiar to all members of this class ? Whatever it be, no doubt it is 
often found in company with other qualities; but they are adventitious 
—it is essential. I^There must be some one quality without which a work 
of art cannot exi^; possessing which, in the least degree, no work is 
altogether worthies^ What is this quality? V^at quality is shared by all 
objects that provoke our scsthetic emotions ™C^hat quality is common 
to Sta. Sophia and the windows at Charl&s, Mexican sculpture, a 
Persian bowl, Chinese carpets, Giotto’s frescoes at Padua, and the 
masterpieces of Poussin, Piero della Francesca, and Cezanne? Only 
one answer is possible—significant |prm. In each, lines and colours 
combined in a particular"^way, certain forms and relations of forms 
stir our aesthetic emotions. These relations and combinations of lines 
and colours, these aesthetically moving forms, I call ‘Significant 
Form’; and ‘Significant Form’ is the one quality common to all works 
of visual art.” 

The quality, the assertiveness, and the seriousness of Clive*Bell 
are all indicated in that extract. You see the admirable and urgent 
talker who had hit upon a hypothesis completely satisfying to 
himself, and who had but to look about the world for illustrations* 
of a theory to find them. Bell was much more of a dogmatist than 
Fry. He was compelled for the sake of his theory to restrict signi¬ 
ficant form to works of visual art; although it might brj*competent 
to a sceptic to say: “If this one quality is shared by buildings and 
pictures and carpets, surely it ought to be found in works of litera¬ 
ture?” Bell would have agreed at once to that. But when he left 
pictures he was forced to change the terms of his theory and to 
allow dissentients to substitute “reality” or “rhythm” as expkna- 
tory words. Now I am not an aesthete; but I cannot help thinlang 
that all these words are a substitute for what Barrie’s Admirable 
Crichton called a “Je ne sais quoi.” We know that we receive some 
positive and delightful impression from what we style a work of art, 
and that a book which draws easy tears is a bad book; while 
something in us demands that whatever we respond to emotionally 
(aesthetically) shall not be inane the word “form” has so often to 
change its significance that it threatens to be meaningless. That is, 
it is only an x, an unknown ^quantity; and whether we call it signi¬ 
ficant fornt^or rljythm or reality we are meaning the same thing but 
. have not yet ^ound a completely satisfying definition. To me, the 
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magic word is ^‘prigin^lity/’ by which I do not indicate (as a bright 
yOTMg'Ohibridge stude^^ once supposed) the works of Rider Hag¬ 
gard, but the works of Shakespeare, the music of Mozart, or the 
paintings of Vermeer, all of which are shot through and through by 
the creative genius from which they have sprung. That is, I believe 
the emotion which we feel at contact with any work of art is the 
result of a personal communication made to us by the creator of that 
work: if no emotion is engendered, the artist has no communication 
to make to us, although he may be said perfectly to chatter to others. 

I ought not to have embarked upon this naif dissertation: it is a 
proof of Beirs stimulative quality. He wrote as a debater, clearly, 
emphatically; and if he had provoked no retorts he would have felt, 
I am sure, that his speech had not been a success. I do not mean, I 
must explain, that he was anything but ardent in his advocacy. 

Clive Bell himself I should describe as a bubbler. He bubbles 
with high spirits and laughter. He is very pale, and his hair has been 
rather tawny. He slightly resembles Winston Churchill as a younger 
man. He has great vivacity of manner, and a very nervous laugh 
is always trying to run away with him. He is extremely pleasant in 
conversation; but in written controversy has some of the traits of 
a Bloomsbury retaliator. His ripostes to critics, for example, in Tbe 
Athemumy for which he wrote under Murry^s editorship, make 
painful reading, especially when he is in the wrong. But he is a man 
of lively mind, genuinely sensitive to the beautiful; and “Art” is both 
a milestone in aesthetic theory and a work of entertainment deserving 
well of all shrinkers from the dreary. 


vi. Lytton Strachey 

“What then is the charm, the irresistible charm, of Walpole’s writings? It consists, 
we think, in the art of amusing without exciting. He never convinces the reason or fills 
the imagination, or touches the heart; but he keeps the mind of the reader constantly 
attentive and constantly entertained.... If we were to adopt the classification, not a very 
accurate classification, which Akenside has given of the pleasures of the imagination, we 
should say that with the Sublime and Beautiful Walpole had nothing to do, but that the 
third province, the Odd, was his peculiar domain.” 

Macaulay on Horace Walpole, 

W HEN “Eminent Victorians” was first published, Lytton Strachey 
was known, outside Gimbridge literary circles, only as the 
author of a much more than good little primer on French literature 
in the “Home University Ljbrary.” The primer still holds its place 
as the best work of its kind, and perhaps the best book to be written 
by its author. But “Eminent Victorians” was so important ,in its 
novelty, its malice, and its vivid caricattire of four celebrated figures 
—^Dr. Arnold, Cardinal Manning, General Gordon, arfd Florence 
Nightingale—^that it caused,a furore. » 
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Strachey was an extraordina^ figure. As acnybody may see from 
Henr^rTSfffi^s T)rilliant portrait in the National Portrait Gallery, he 
was fairly tall, but his excessive thinness, almost emaciation, caused 
him to appear endless. He had a rather bulbous nose, the spectacles 
of a British Museum bookworm, a large and straggly dark brown 
beard (with a curious rufous tinge); no voice at all. He drooped if 
he stood upright, and sagged if he sat down. He seemed entirely 
without vitality; and most people would have mistaken him for an 
elderly professor of languages who was trying to remember some 
grammatical rule which he had forgotten all about. Sgd-.iuerriment 
vfigis in his eyc^jand about him a perpetual air of sickness and debility. 

Sick and sorry he may have be^n; but he had a sportive mind. If 
one could Tiave seen hehind that disguising beard, one might 
possibly have found that he was smiling. Certainly he was amused 
by anybody dead; he may have been amused by one yet alive. He 
had the power to read an official biography (that was what he had 
done in the case of his first four subjects), think about it, and produce 
what was not so much a portrait as a vivid impression. He knew how 
to exaggerate a trait and give it an air of nature, how to contrast one 
man with another, how to select that slightly ridiculous aspect which 
is in each one of us, and, by pressing gently upon our elbows, how to 
draw attention to a comic stranger just as that stranger was about to 
pass. He was always in time to snap the ridiculous. ^ 

But he did not confine himself to the ridiculous. It was said, 
when he began to collect material for his book on Queen Victoria, 
that he had an unsurpassed comic character for extended lampoon 
but as the months passed, and Strachey found out more and more 
about the queen who was to be his subject, he found laughter fade 
before a growing respect, admiration, affection. That is She note of 
his “Queen Victoria,” amused and respectful malice. He found her a 
queen after all, a real person surrounded by Teutonic artists, govern¬ 
esses, husbands, and uncles. At the others he laughed very continu¬ 
ously; but for Queen Victoria he developed something of a love. 

When Strachey had finished writing about Queen Victoria he 
could not make up his mind what he would write about next.TFIis 
favourite reading (easy reading, I think) was among the memoirs of 
the eighteenth century, Horace Walpole’s chief among them, and 
the first half of the nineteenth century; and here he found material 
for admirable brief sketches. But a large subject, one fit to follow 
that of a queen, did not suggest itself. He played for some tiAe with 
the notion that he could write a new biography of Charles Darwin; 
but that notion came to nothing. At last—^I know not upon what 
impuRe—^he carried his mind back to another queen, and one who 
had beea ac great in her own day as Victoria, perhaps yet greater 
than Victoria. V^y he should have chosen Elizabeth, queen of i 
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time of which his knowledge was—^by comparison with the eight¬ 
eenth century—so small, can only be told by somebody who knew 
him. But the book he wrote, successful though it was in the matter of 
popular reception, was in the larger sense a failure. It has few friends. 

It was the last long book he was to attempt, and for the rest of 
his life he dwelt again upon familiar themes, such as Voltaire, of 
whom he made such a hero in his “Landmarks in French Litera¬ 
ture.” I presume that his strength was ebbing, and that he could no 
longer venture upon ambitious work; if, indeed, it was not apparent 
to him that the short sketch was peculiarly his mitier. 

It was his mitier because he had an admirable gift for the 
picturesque, a quick rather than a powerful mind, and a habit, not 
unlike the romantic novelist^s habit, of dramatizing every scene he 
described. He could browse through a book of memoirs and then 
sketch the writer of those memoirs; a lightning sketch such as one 
used to see executed in music-halls by clever artists with charcoal 
and colossal sheets of paper. Instantly recognizable, nose, hat, strut, 
haw-haw, and baggy trousers or sharp-pointed collar. When 
Strachey’s first drawings were made, the contrast between Manning 
and Newman was just such as a dexterous artist would choose— 
light and dark, the world and the spirit, vigour and weakness. When 
his last elaborate drawing, of the Elizabethan era, was attempted, the 
coi\trasts in a rapid narrative were necessarily so numerous that they 
had to be more and more heightened, and in the end “Elizabeth and 
Essex” is more like costume drama than history. No wonder 
Virginia Woolf, in a list of half a dozen approved Georgian novelists, 
included Strachey. Though he had not the power to invent stories, 
ha loved effects, and he could get them. 

Some of the best of his effects were obtained in the short and 
excellent “Landmarks in French Literature.” There he was com¬ 
pletely master of the material he wished to use. He could explain 
and defend Racine against English distaste for the neo-classic, could 
rejoice in the badinage of Marivaux and the brilliance of Diderot, 
and could to perfection picture dramatically the life and person of 
Voltaire, for whom he had great laughing admiration. Indeed, the 
eighteenth-century world of wits and poets and letter-writers was his 
natural element. He knew it, so to speak, at first hand, in all those 
letters of Walpole and M^ame de S€vi^ 6 y the Marquise du 
Deffand, Madame de Grafigny, Madame d’Epinay, and the rest; in 
the M^tnoirs of Saint-Simon, the “Confessions” of Rousseau, and a 
hundred more. He knew it at second hand in the “Causeries du 
Lundi” of Sainte-Beuve and that string of French inquirers to 
whom we owe su^ curious and interesting glimpses into the man¬ 
ners of a past agc.fro a man of education and some ?eisuid, a^taste for 
^it and a love ofoddity, this whole literature of the personal is an 
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inexhaustible store of delightj^and that wa.s what it proved to 
Strachey. Though he wrote more ambitiously, he never, I think, 
wrote so much from his own enthusiasm as he did in “Landmarks 
in French Literature.” 

Sainte-Beuve, I shall continue to believe, was the prime literary 
inspiration of Strachey’s life. That does not mean that he copied 
Sainte-Beuve. He brought to such memoirs as he wrote his own 
characteristic manner of approach. But his inspiration was from the 
French. The inspiration of Bloomsbury was always from the 
French. Roger Fry and Clive Bell owed much to their study in 
Paris; Strachey to his reading in French memoirs; Virginia Woolf to 
encouraging acquaintance, at least, with Proust’s endless master¬ 
piece of psychologizing and memory; T. S. Eliot to his reading in 
French poets who for the most part are unintelligible to English 
readers. And in Strachey’s case, particularly, the brevity and 
illuminatingness of Sainte-Beuve’s portraits was a clear call to 
parallel but of course dissimilar work. He had wit and malice enough 
to point every likeness; he had a clear, if not profound, sense of 
character; a pen free and vivid. To these obvious literary gifts he 
brought the temperament of a physically feeble person who could not 
endure the boisterousness of aggressive men and therefore sat 
aside and ridiculed it. 

He was on the side of the weak, those who could not fighf for 
themselves. He shrank from the loud and efficient, the smug and 
successful. He did not like them, and could not crush them; but he 
could think of all sorts of amusing things to say which woulcT 
discredit them. He disliked the force of Cardinal Manning and 
Arnold of Rugby; he felt that Florence Nightingale wa» something 
of a busybody, one of these go-getters; he resented the industry 
of the Prince Consort, the solemnity of those Germans who came tb 
the English Court and held their sway. They were all serious, and 
although he did not altogether mean to misrepresent them he savT 
them as butts and allowed his eye to choose only those facts—even 
if other facts contradicted those of his choice—^which helpei his 
ridicule. This reaction from the inconvenient resulted from per¬ 
sonal inability to cope with a world apparently (I mean, in liis 
eyes) given over to the strong and vulgar. He had not the ecstasies 
of the eremite; but he had something of the spirit that drives a man 
to sit alone in a cave for the sake of spiritual peace. Unlike the 
eremite, he had a very curious, rather donnish, interest in the 
human species, and if men were dead he could laugh at them with a 
good 4 eal of satisfaction. Quite half the pleasure snobs obtain from 
Strachey is due to the fact that he amuses them at the expense of 
^ others. Others, k may be said, with virtues of character which are 
• out of reach the smartly ilisincere, • 
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His deficiences arise, possibly, from a lack of intellectual inter¬ 
course with men of different breeding and culture from himself. He 
did not care for such men. He may have thought them, as Dr. 
Johnson thought the girls, ‘‘wretched” and “unideaed”; but more 
probably he was paralysed in their company, as bookish people often 
are, and unable to shine. All his work was taken from books, and 
not from men. He was a bookworm and a talker with bookworms, a 
male bluestocking. When he leaves off laughing and tries seriously 
to sympathize he becomes slightly sentimental, and falls into a 
falsity indicated either by tremendously careful, cat-stepping use of 
language or a kind of writing sacred to romantic novelists. There¬ 
fore he prefers to keep his subjects at arm’s length, in case he should 
pity them, or they should hurt him; and so by holding them up— 
how small they grow when so held!—exhibits them very prettily to 
our eyes. Homunculae to a man! 

He does this with great skill. He does not pretend that he has 
created his characters out of nothing, or out of a deep research into 
archives, but, with an appearance of honesty which F. A. Simpson 
has much damaged in two powerful articles published by “The 
Cambridge Review” and “The Spectator”, he gives us the material 
from which he has drawn information. His idol was Horace Walpole, 
and his ideal life was that led by eighteenth-century ladies and 
gentlemen who had little to do but gather together and produce 
their well-rehearsed wit or write long and engaging letters to and 
fro describing what had happened in the polite society to which 
"they belonged. He could picture the Regency, for that was a 
sophisticated era in some respects not unlike our own, and almost 
voluptuously documented with authentic letters and diaries. But the 
multitude and splendour of the Elizabethan age were inexplicable 
by any rules learnt at Cambridge; and of what happens in the every¬ 
day homes of modern England he knew, and wished to know, noth¬ 
ing at all. 

That was because the hurly-burly disconcerted him. He wanted 
nothing to do with ferocious men, yet they ran through history and 
they ran through literature, those people with one horrible idea who 
pushed onward, making the world move before them, and driving, 
driving, uselessly to a nightmare future. There was no escape from 
such people. Or at least, the only escape was to hold tightly to books 
and th«. literary ton which shared his feelings, and pretend to be very 
much amused by such determined and disastrous monsters. He 
laughed. You can sometimes imagine him laughing—^with a sally— 
behind his hand. Sometimes his laugjiter was the laughter-«-com- 
mon to sensitives all the world over—of those who tjius^ console 
themselves with a half-hearted persuasion of superiority to energetic 
and vulgar men. At such times he grirhaced. 
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T he Stracheyan method had its imitators. Clever writers observed 
his success in puppetry and his use of the discovery that all 
sorts of things happened at the same moment in time; and having 
noticed both these facts they jumped into Stracheyan biography as 
wasps jump into jars of beer. Their sense of chronology was poor, 
and there came a time when they said recklessly that certain things 
had happened simultaneously which in fact had been separated by 
many years, and were rightly exposed as quacks. That whole 
simultaneous action business was a trick, and Strachey had used it as 
much as it could be used. It was a facile way of stippling in back¬ 
ground or chiaroscuro. Furthermore, the debunking biography 
became a craze. Writers set out, with none of Strachey’s skill, to 
make game of famous men. They took their man, called him 
throughout “Mr.” or by some Christian name which struck them as 
ludicrous, and in shying off their own cleverness took all the 
character out of him/Great men were butchered to make a smart 
suburban holidayyt i^a great injustice to Strachey to associate liim 
with such deploUSble guying. His success, however, was »so great 
that it was an encouragement to others. 

It was an encouragement, possibly, to Philip Guedalla, who 
lived no nearer Bloomsbury than Bayswater and no nearer to 
quizzing Cambridge than romantic Oxford. He began as poet, 
parodist, and historian; attacking reputation with a serious educa¬ 
tional book on “The Partition of Europe” between 1715 and 1815. 
But he was very ambitious; and in the intervals of standing for 
Parliament in the interests of a moribund Party, he proceeded to 
biography. At first he was content with quite brief essays; but he 
grew bolder, and with an able, laborious and over-jewelled gift for 
portraiture carried on the method of slightly ribald biography until 
he reached the Duke of Wellington. Now the Duke of Wellington 
was, without doubt, a great character. The memoirs of Groj^ille, 
Croker, and Creevey, to name only three of the most famous men. 
who make their day gossip again for our benefit, constantly provide 
delicious examples of the Duke's speech; his dealings with a lady 
who tried to frighten him are celebrated. One might have expected 
Guedalla to take the easy course of making him a figure of fug. To his 
credit he preferred to write an official^ and well-documented book 
which was far better than anything else he had attempted^t was 
both^ portrait of a great man and an historical account of a great 
soldier's campaigns abroad*and at horned I cannot say that it is 
wholly®free from that straining after which was Guedalla's 
weakness; fc# it is not. Guedalla wjis a deliberate inventor of 
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bons mots. He seemed to produce them by an elaborate process, to 
polish and repeat them, but never quite to achieve the necessary 
triumph of wit, apparent spontaneity. Thus he did injustice to his 
real talent, which was for work. 

An honourable exception to the fancy biographical school is 
F. A. Simpson, whose two volumes dealing with the life of Napoleon 
III are among the best books of historical biography to be published 
in our day. The first of them, written when the author was only five- 
and-twenty, is ^"The Rise of Louis Napoleon”; the second ‘‘Louis 
Napoleon and the Recovery of France.” Although a Fellow and 
Lecturer of Trinity College, Cambridge, F. A. Simpson belongs 
neither to Bloomsbury nor Bayswater; his exposure of Strachey^s 
less than perfect honesty in dealing with authorities was that of a 
fastidious scholar; and I mention him here because otherwise I 
could pay no tribute to an exceptional gift. 


viii. Women 

^he women are splendid.*^ 


War-timi Saying. 


N ow in my earlier remarks on the subject of 1914--18 war-time 
influences, I said nothing about one of these, and this one 
among the most important of all. It was not because I had forgotten 
it, but because I thought I would wait until I reached this part of the 
chapter. And the influence is that of the so-called emancipation of 
women. Prior to the First World War, while women had for nearly a 
hundred years been making a steady advance (with the aid of the 
more just-iriinded men) towards something approaching political 
equality with men, they had not absolutely succeeded in attaining 
their object. In the election years of 1906 and 1910, and of course 
in the years between those years and after them, the Suffrage move¬ 
ment had gained ground and had been making itself a nuisance in a 
number of ways to the more obstinate among males. It had the ^ 
support, I think I may say, of at least two kinds of men—those who 
cared for justice and those who hoped, as Bernard Shaw hoped, 
that if women were given the vote, and allowed to do some reason¬ 
able work, they would cease to be obsessed by the notion of love, 
and would b^ome sensible. But it had no support from all who 
believed that/women were a mystical cross between angels and 
drudges.N ' c. 

At l^t, in or around 1910, women really did take the most 
violent steps to attract notice to what they believed to b^ their 
importance in the world of men. They began to break windows, 
^nd burn letter-boxes, and cause other rumpuses.*'They were told 

that they did themselves no good by thfese violences, skice men could 

^ • 
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always be more violent than women; and many women were also 
greatly distressed by the violences and disowned them as unwise and 
harmful exhibitions. But what always happens in England is that 
when men are sufficiently worried they yield; this is because they 
have a passion for peace, which is sometimes called a love of justice 
and sometimes the British Genius for Compromise, but which, as 
many women know, is nothing but a hatred of fuss. “Anything for a 
quiet life” is the English motto; that is why there are so many 
Scots and Irish leaders in our land. And I think that probably the 
Suffragettes would in any case have won the day. They did not 
succeed in winning the day, because the First World War came, and 
the whole surface of life was convulsed. 

I shall no doubt be contradicted for saying it, but I have always 
believed that the majority of wonyn enjoy war. That is, they have 
an insatiable relish for sensation.^Not the finest women, not the 
most intelligent women, but wonifen in masi Also, our two great 
wars have given all English women an cwerwhelming sense of 
emancipation from everything the Victorians insisted that they 
should be and do. They no longer stay at home, waiting for children 
or ^insterhood. They go out and meet life with the utmost daring. 

fin almost every human activity they have shown that with equal 
opportunities they can do as good a job as men Jand it was customary 
during the First World War, when this truthoecame apparerit, for 
every newspaper in England at least once a day to print upon its 
own account or as a quotation from some political leader the words: 
“The women are splendid.” They then earned, and were given, tlie 
vote for which they had long been agitating. 

But the vote was only a symbol \what women wanted was much 
more than a say in the election of Parliamentary candidatesj|^t 
first they wanted a new standard of chastity for men; they wanted 
equality in the matter of divorce (that a husband should be divorce- 
able on grounds of misconduct alone, whereas previously a wife 
had had to prove either desertion or cruelty); they wanted equality 
of pay; and many other thingsJpver a long term of years mom and 
more women had been receiving a scholastic education in advance 
of anything they had known in the greater part of the nineteenth 
century, and all these educated women were in conflict with what 
Beemed to them to be the vested interests of meAn the Professions^ 
iThe women who demanded Rights, for the most^art, were^ducatea 
womeri^The others, the lorry-drivers and the tram-conductors, were 
happy-^-lucky enough, and only took the chances that offered; but 
rehe ^ucated women were in this position, that without a change in 
ihe status of women they were doomed to waste thdr education 
upon 3 omestic»life or futile drudgery as subordinates j Something 
could be said, they thought, for Oriental notions of me harcem; 
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but nothing could be Said for the incessant humiliation of the edu¬ 
cated women who had nothing to do. 

In the First World War, women naturally brought their educa¬ 
tion to a better market. In literature, which which I am concerned 
(for these remarks have been but a brief explanation), the War-time 
gave a great opportunity to educated women. The male writers 
left to function in England were those too old for military service, 
those who were physically unfit, and the intellectual objectors. And 
as the weary months went by, more and more women presented the 
country with books of one sort and another. Of course there had 
always been women-writers; but these women-writers were different. 
They were women-conscious; and because of this their influence 
upon the kind of books written and read was all-important. More¬ 
over, they and the intellectual objectors had usually been intensively 
educated. This, too, was new. Literature in England during and 
since the First World War has thus been largely produced by 
educated persons; and even novelists have been less concerned with 
portraying the simplicities of young love and the strangeness of cir¬ 
cumstance than with exhibiting their own fastidiousness, scathing¬ 
ness, and erudition. Chief among the women of the age, and, since 
every class must have a rallying point much vaunted by enthusiastic 
cheer-leaders, idol of them all, was Virginia Woolf. It is with Vir¬ 
ginia Woolf that I now end my chapter on Bloomsbury. 


, ix. Virginia Woolf 

“It always happened that when I awoke like this, and my mind struggled in an un¬ 
successful atteiypt to discover where I was, everything would be moving round me 
through the dackness: things, places, years. My body , . . would make an effort to con¬ 
strue the form <irhich its tiredness took as an orientation of its various members, so as 
to'induce from that where the wall lay and the furniture stood, to piece together and to 
give a name to the house in which it must be living. Its memory, the composite memory 
of its ribs, knees, and shoulder-blades offered it a whole series of rooms in which it 
U^d at one time or another slept; while the unseen walls kept changing, adapting them¬ 
selves to the shape of each successive room that it remembered, whirling madly through 
the darkness.” 

Proust: Swann*s Waj: translaUd hy C. K, Scoit-Moncrieff. 

I T was Clive Bell who said “great writers, like Dostoevsky, Joseph 
Conrad, and Virginia Woolf”; and I now wonder whether Bell 
would entirely hold by his words. Dostoevsky and Conrad, although 
still as gjpod as ever they were, are d6mod^, and few Bloomsbury-ish 
men would like to link their,names with that of any newer idol. But 
I quote the phrase because as far as I know it was the first public 
claim ever aggressively made on behalf of Virginia Woolf^ The 
fact that CUve Bell was Virginia Woolf’s brother-in-law gave it a 
fine domestic loyalty, but must not be taken as indirating blks. Bell 
was courageous. V^ere m|ny men are timid in nytking claims 
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on bqhalf of their friends or on behalf of. any writer^ at all, he 
braved ridicule as he braved challenge. The’time had come, he felt, 
to speak up. “Great writers, like Dostoevsky, Joseph Conrad, and 
Virginia Woolf,” he said. Virginia Woolf then had published only 
one novel, “The Voyage Out.” 

She continued, apart from her immediate circle, to be nothing 
more than a faintly recogni2ed name until “Jacobis Room” in 
1922 and “Mrs. Dalloway” in 1925 attracted more general attention; 
but it was in 1929, when she published her feminist tract, “A Room 
of One’s Own,” that she enjoyed real celebrity for the first time. 
Having long had the support of Bloomsbury, which was very 
propagandist, she now had the support of all educated women, to 
whom she had given a bible. 

T^rginia Woolf was the daughter of Sir Leslie Stephen, who 
edited fh^l^^^TMctionary of National Biography” and wrote many 
essays of varying interest and accuracy upon the writers and 
philosophers of his country, especially those of the eighteenth 
century, in whom he took great interest. Stephen was a mountaineer, 
and the friend of George Meredith an(J others of the literary men of 
his day; and his daughter was thus from her earliest years familiar 
with a bookish atmosphere. She married in 1912 Leonard Woolf, 
a Cambridge man who had for some years previously been in the 
C^on Civil Service, and in 1915 she published her first novd. 
flfTt was a novel unrema^able tor incident, but was full of c(m- 
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been quire possible for any person to ide ntify that liaison betwee 
thought and thought which is too rapid to be caught in” actio 
Still, however, both “The Voyage Out” and “Night and Day/ 
which in 1919 followed it, were recognizably attempts to spin from 
the author’s preoccupations coherent and continuous narratives. 
With “Jacob’s Room” there was a change, and with two later 
books, “Mrs. Dalloway” and “To the Lighthouse,” narrative gave 
place to what must be considered Virginia Woolfi’^distinctive con- 


tributions to the modern English novel. These were curiousjy.eay ingS^ 
n£ imp re ssion and memory, the comings ana goings ofwhimsica L 
thoughts and fancies, sometim es from the moment, sometlmi^ from 
yesterday, sometimes from long ago. Distastes for other individuals 
arose as if they were blown suddenly by a gust of wind; associations 
spread^and narrowed, speculations jumped from nowhere, phrases 
came and went? A constant twitter of words and notions dominated 
these booksj^hej specializecl in disconnectedness. 
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To minds used to .the solid four-square of traditional English 
fiction, the building up of a practicable milieu^ the history of a 
family, or a pair of families, the plain long formal description of 
faces, clothes, and circumstances, these novels by Virginia Woolf 
had one of two appearances. Either they were eccentric and wrong¬ 
headed, or they were wonderful novelties, works of genius. Virginia 
Woolf herself tried to assist readers by publishing, first of all as an 
article in The Nation and then as a pamphlet, an essay challenging 
something said previously as to the nature of the novel by Arnold 
Bennett. Bennett had described as a fault in (I think unspecified) 
Georgian novelists excessive interest in details at the expense of 
characterization; and in his downright way had said “the founda¬ 
tion of good fiction is a character-creating, and nothing more.” 
Henry James, as I have shown earlier, would hardly have con¬ 
tradicted him. But Virginia Woolf represented a different school. She 
was forced to defend her own practice; and in the factious manner of 
Bloomsbury could not answer Bennett without counter-attack. She 
therefore charged him with being quite antediluvian, and accused 
his work, and that of Wells and Galsworthy, of being “already a 
little chill.” She maintained that the Georgian novelists were pur- 


uing essentiaTcEaracter. a will-o^-Ae-wisp, simply, tor truth's ^ e. 
showing the reaction of a human beine to its surrounding^ Thereby, 
It appeared, they were doing something really exciting, which dis¬ 
tinguished them from their forerunners. Her list of Georgian 
novelists, published later, contained the names of James Joyce, 
E. M. Forster, Lytton Strachey, D. H. Lawrence, and T. S. Eliot; 
that is to say, three novelists, one biographer, and a poet. These 


men (to wh(?m must be added herself) were re-creating the English 
novel. 


• It was a most ingenious claim. As to Lytton Strachey I think it 
is unproven and unprovable, for his characters were made up, not of 
essentials, but of seizable lineaments; as to the other writers I have 
still to speak, and shall do so in the next chapter. But the claim is very 
impevtant in considering the work of Virginia Woolf herself, 
.because in that work more than in the work of any of the writers 
she named, excepting T. S. Eliot, the tottering pursuit of the will-o’- 
the-wisp continued to the last. Objective reality had little importance; 
her interest was almost solely in the subjective. But not in what 
Aldous ,Huxley says is the only thing he cares about, the Psyche; 
rather in the flutterings of mood and fancy. She took a person and 
showed us the jumping of thought that went on all the time in that 
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dualities and believed her self to be successfully rendering th em a^ 
inHiviniiargT~Thqf- ifUinf my impression of them. Nor has* the quiver 
and shake of their thoughts, for me, any deeper revelation than that 
of a kind of mental sickness, the sort of jumble that people have in 
their heads when they are going under or emerging from an 
anaesthetic. At such times, I agree, they are not very distinctly them¬ 
selves. I should make this assertion of vagueness regarding “Mrs. 
Dalloway,” “To the Lighthouse,” and “The Waves.” Of these 
books I should say, also, that they are extremely well-written, and 
full of ingenuities, the last-named full of beauty. “Orlando,” also, 
which is similarly very ingenious, is exceedingly interesting as 
narrative, and is easily comprehensible, but as far as I know does not 
pretend to be a novel. It is a calculatedly original work (but calcu¬ 
lated originality is for me a contradiction in terms). 

Some readers of Virginia Woolf apparently obtained a satis¬ 
faction from her work which they did not find elsewhere. Eo rjme, 
this work sgems very clever, very ingenious, but creativelyunim- "" 
portant. It waT done—as somuaTmodern un-^reSfve writing is 
done—with the superficial wits; there was nothing in it for those 
who did not pride themselves upon intellectual superiority to the 
herd. There was nothing in it which was not offered to current 
middle-class culture, the culture in which—post-Freud, post-Jung, 
and so on—all our younger minds were preoccupied by self-an%lysis. 
With the cleverness of young minds, they recognized in Virginia 
Woolf’s characters leaps and mental states familiar to themselves, 
and in that sense, making allowance for the difference of class, dM 
no more than poor people do when they read novelettes. 

What Arnold Bennett meant, I feel sure, in charging Georgian 
writers with ignoring the first essential of novel-writing,*the creation 
of character, was that in the novels he had in mind (let us say that 
one of them was a book by Virginia Woolf), there was no person 
seen and presented, as they say, in the round. In a book about Mi«. 
Brown, there was, for the reader, no Mrs. Brown. Virginia Woolf 
replied in her pamphlet that in life itself there never was ^Mrs. 
Brown, only a “Mrs. Brownness,” the essential something which tq 
Mrs. Brown was all that Mrs. Brown knew when she went about her 
day’s life. She claimed to be presenting not Mrs. Brown, but Mrs. 
Brownness. But in order to discover the Mrs. Brownness Virginia 
Woolf was forced to write solely of ruminative or introspective 
persons, and when she had carried her exploration to the four minds 
in “The Waves” she had reached as far as that particular method 
wov^d take her. There were four poetic somethings; but they all 
thought alike. The explan'ltion was that Virginia Woolf was an 
impressionist; a catcher at memory of her own mental vagariejs; 
not a creato|^he was aware, too, of many of the latest scientific 
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facts and theories about human beings, but she was unable toi. 
imagine, to create, a human being who was not exactly like hers6l]ffl 
Such a person as Arnold Bennett or Frank Swinnerton she could nor 
—would not wish to—^imagine. Nor Mrs. Brown either, I bdiwe; 
for her Mrs. Brown was but a dream-jumble of odds and end^j ^he 
was too superficiaUy sensitive, too intelligent, too playful andfway - 
ward in min d, to have th e emotional depth of an im aginative per¬ 
so n an d psychologically was as much at fault as me so-called 
realist in thinking that if she chased every detail she would reveal 
trutMyane Austen was wiser. 

^id since I have mentioned Jane Austen, I must again refer to 
the charming book, *‘A Room of One’s Own,” which is a mingling 
of feminism with reverie and invention. In this book Virginia 
Woolf traced, as well as the available material would allow her to 
do, the history of the education of women. Saying nothing of the 
Pastons, she looked through English literature and letters for news 
of the way in which through the centuries women learned to write 
and then, in time, came to write books and plays. She said nothing 
of several people who would possibly have been unhelpful to her 
examination, such as Maria Edgeworth, Mrs. Inchbald, Mrs. 
Gaskell, and Mrs. Trollope; but came to the conclusion that until a 
woman had a private income of five hundred pounds a year and a 
roonjj of her own of which she could lock the door she could not 
hope to be free to write good books—or do anything else. For the 
writing of good books, says Virginia Woolf, needs leisure, and no 
woman in the past had had any life of her own, neither liberty nor 
opportunity to do what she would best do. 

With the argument of this piece I have no concern, for I am not 
here discussing feminism (I only object specifically to the statement 
that no genius ever came from the working class, because even 
if genius is confined by Virginia Woolf to literature there is always 
Q. H. Lawrence, who never had a room of his own); but with the 
assumption that fiction is only to be written by educated women I 
must deal because it has a larger application. It is the view of 
Virginia Woolf, and those who think as she does, that no literary 
’work done by any but highly educated persons of their own kind of 
culture can or should be interesting. This I must point out to be 
educational snobbery, which in Bloom^ury has succeeded the 
social snobbery of pre-Georgian daysiMn every small town jn 
pn^lancf’ t here are some few persons whomink they are better than 
the rest of the inhabitants; they restricyEeir famiUar acquaintance 
to the few, and condescend to the man^J^e who do not belong to 
their number may rub our eyes at an ailSdiluvianism, but the]f take 
it very seriously, and have no notion that they reprejpnt a smugness, 
based upon inexperience, which is altogether ludicrous.^ 



Chapter 'Fourteen 
POST-FREUD 


MAY SINCLAIR, DOROTHY RICHARDSON, REBECCA WEST, 
E. M. FORSTER, D. H. LAWRENCE, JAMES JOYCE 


^‘In< 


1 ouf modern mythology. Custom, Circumstance, and Heredity are the three Fates 
that weave the web of human Iife.*\ 

^ May Sinclair: Audrey Craven (1897). 


A WORD as to the title of this chapter. It is a convenient term 
by which I indicate certain novelists who interested themselves 
inquiringly or with the vehemence of genius in abnormal 
psychology, in psycho-pathology. I do not mean that they were all 
necessarily Freudians; but all were aware of a certain progress in 
medical theory and were affected by this knowledge in writing about 
their fellow-creatures. In the case of May Sinclair it may be said that 
the chief interest of her work lay in its gradual adaptation to suc¬ 
cessive modern psychological conceptions. In 1897, when^she 
published ‘‘Audrey Craven/" she was content to picture a silly 
woman who made a fool of herself; but as soon as she could do^ 
so she went farther than that into a sort of psychological realism* 
and took interesting steps in the novel for which she has not 
received full credit. • 

If one compares a psychological novel by Henry James, whom 
we took as the starting point of the present book, with a psycho¬ 
logical novel written nowadays (following the stages represented by 
Violet Hunt, Jessie Leckie Herbertson, Ethel Colburn Mayne, Ma^^ 
Sinclair, Rebecca West, Virginia Woolf, and her successors—but the 
same trip might be made through the works of American waiters 
with even greater interest), the differences in assumption will be 
found almost startling. For one thing, the gentle discreetness of 
James has disappeared; its place has been taken by outspoken de¬ 
claration and a much more professional vocabulary. For another, 
and as an accompaniment to the vocabulary, explanations tof per¬ 
sonal vagary have ceased to be romantic: and have become medical. 
An eccentric woman who in Jameses eyes (or at any rate in a novel 
by Jajpes) was incalculable, material for endless and to the author 
fascinating speculation, is given nowadays a series of symptoms 
► which eSn be checked by any quasi-pathologist. If she suffers from 
. hallucination ^r hysteria, out novelist^ can tell us all we need to 
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know about the explicatory repressions and complexes which are 
at the root of her trouble. If they refrain from using these very 
words, it is in mercy, and because they are novelists still, who 
prefer to suggest rather than diagnose. Bu^it is clear that the 
psychological novel is a more formidable affair than it used to be 5 
and, as Grape-Nuts packets say, “there is a reason.” ^ 

The reason can be expressed quite simply. After King George V 
ascended the throne English novelists became more book-learned. 
They no longer groped by the light of their own incandes¬ 
cence, but had the aid of handbooks, experts, and considerable 
quantities of statistics. I do not know what Henry James would 
have thought of Havelock Ellis’s “Studies in the Psychology of 
Sex”: I do know that the six volumes of that magnum opus are not 
in general circulation in England, and that if one buys a copy one is 
thereafter pursued for a time with offers of Beautiful Art Books 
relating to the Female Form Divine which one’s specialist book¬ 
seller also has in stock. But to all modern psychological novelists 
Havelock Ellis’s books, once familiar, are out of date. They were 
the first extensive studies of phenomena which are now freely dis¬ 
cussed; but when King George V became king they were not freely 
discussed. In those days the perfect limit of comprehensive psy¬ 
chological knowledge was contained in an extraordinary book by a 
youpg German suicide named Otto Weininger. This book was 
called ‘‘Sex and Character.” 

The Germans and Austrians long led the field in the study of 
mental processes. They still lead the field. While American students, 
and in a lesser degree French students, made considerable investi¬ 
gations in psychology, the English did not do so. Only in or around 
the year ic^io did innocents of the kind known to myself—young 
men able to read the weekly reviews of that time—first learn, still 
through Havelock Ellis, of the existence of Sigmund Freud; and 
pnly in 1913 did we discover that his great book, “The Interpre¬ 
tation of Dreams,” translated by Brill, was available for consumption. 
Brill’s translation was of the third German edition. We had hitherto 
passed very little beyond those three Fates which May Sinclair 
declared in 1897 were the dominating myths of modernity—Custom, 
Circumstance, and Heredity. We now learned of the Conscious, the 
Preconscious, and the Unconscious. We learned of Psychic Censor¬ 
ship and Repressions; the Ego, the Super-Ego, and the Id. We 
learned, in e&ct, the language of Psycho-Analysis, now a jargon. 

Really to understand what Freud and his fellow-analysts teach 
one should be an unremitting student of psycho-analysis. I am not 
such a student, and I cannot pretend to give a reliable account of 
this very fascinating and suggestive branch of inyestigatioa. I am 
still in the simple stages, where the picture of our normal conscious 
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life as but a small part of our full mental life is a sufficiently delight¬ 
ful concept to provoke meditation. But psycho-analysis’ as taught 
by Freud, Jung, and their successors is very much more than that. 
It is a great system of pessimistic philosophy. From Freud's first 
definition of a dominating human urge, which he calls the ‘‘libido,” 
as the sexual instinct, through a point at which it became a general 
principle of “pleasure,” to later definition by Jung which gave it 
kinship with our old friends the Life Force and the £lan Vital, 
psycho-analysis has grown into a very intricate affair which no 
amateur can criticize. All the average person learns—when he does 
not see red, and with wild cries of “Filth! Obscenity!” fall into a 
fever of denunciation—^is that the child is a sensual being who 
gratifies simple impulses until, as the result of discipline or awareness 
that certain acts are unpopular, he forcibly represses them. The 
average person learns that these repressions seriously influence the 
after-life of each child, and sometimes produce mental diseasej(He is 
told how the conscious life of an individual is affected by these 
early influences (and even by ante-natal influences and racial in¬ 
fluences), and how there is a constant activity of mind and instinct 
of which we become aware for the most part in dreams or with the 
aid of the psycho-analys^ 

What more the average person learns depends upon himself. 
The divisions and definitions of psycho-analysis are almost in¬ 
numerable. Whether we hear of the child's response to its parents 
or its own Ego, Super-Ego, or Id, or whether we plunge into 
symbolism or a species of fatalism, we shall discover unlimited 
possibilities in this extraordinary revelation of the mind. No wonder 
Freud has influenced modern thought to an incalculable extent. 
Merely to have given us that highly imaginative picture of the Un¬ 
conscious perpetually struggling and intriguing—particularly by the 
agency of dreams—to get through the jealous guard of the Pre- 
conscious into the Conscious would have assured him of a place 
among the magicians. Though he leaves physiological causes almost 
entirely out of account, and though he is for that reason ^uch 
criticised by physiologist^ he has built up an entire system to. 
explain human behaviour.^e is an artist who is at the same time an 
unshockable scientist, and whatever may be the defects of his system 
it has a fundamental simplicity which has violently impressed the 
world. \ t 

Of ms fellow-analysts, Jung and Adler, who have had a lesser 
but considerable influence, something must be said. I know nothing 
of Adler, excepting that he is a practical physician who has added 
more th^ one suggestive fheory to the body of psycho-analysis, 
including one which he calls the “impulse of aggression” or con;i- 
pensatory fortification of the weakest; aspect in ourselves; but by 

• • TT 
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Jung I must confess that I am quite confoimded. Whether that is 
because the matter is difficult, or the original writing turgid and 
confused, or the translation not a model of clearness, I cannot tell. 
All I know is that after reading Jung T am less sure than I was that 
Freud is completely master of his own theories, and am inclined to 
suspect that the whole business of psycho-analysis has got a little out 
of hand. 

It would be too severe upon my first subjects—for I must now 
return to the Georgian Literary Scene,—excellent though they are 
in their respective ways, to confront them with the whole theory 
and practice of psycho-analysis. Though they must have been 
affected, as all modern writers have been, by some knowledge of 
Freudian theory, they are none of them avowed experts in that 
theory, and I would rather deal with them as novelists and experi¬ 
menters in technique. It was necessary at the beginning of the 
chapter to tell why I had used the title Post-Freud; and the appli¬ 
cation of that title to the three later writers will be more explicit. 
E. M. Forster, to take the first of these writers, has dealt more than 
once with morbid psychology; D. H. Lawrence discovered for him¬ 
self, independently of Freud and as it proves without kindliness to 
Freud, a theory of the Unconscious; and James Joyce, whether he 
was ever a Freudian or not, belongs “definitely’' (that is still a 
popular word) to a Europe aware of inhibition as a vice. 

May Sinclair, Dorothy Richardson, and Rebecca West are all 
typical writers, each of her own generation and each perfectly alive 
to the movement of ideas as they have affected that generation. I 
shall now speak of the three, and before doing so ought to say that 
ther conjunction of their names does not indicate a grouping by sex 
or a wish to identify one with either or both of the others. 


ii. May Sinclair, Dorothy Richardson, 

Rebecca West 

T he eldest of these ladies, who published her first novel as long 
ago as 18,97, was very prolific, and not all of her work was in 
one key or upon one level of quality. She had her early manner, in 
which she wrote about not very agreeable people who married or 
failed to marry, and who edid not rise above a well-described 
mediocrity. In 1904 she had her first success with a very long and 
leisurely novel about a young bookseller’s assistant or librarian^who 
was also a poet, and this novel was called “The Divine Firg.” It is 
hard now to recover the powerful impression created by this book, 
so much has fashion in the novel changed; but I remember how at 
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the time of its publication the most intelligent and sophisticated 
man known to me then shook his head over May Sinclair’s know¬ 
ledge of what a man felt like when he was drunk. My friend said, 
gravely: “She knows too much.” This comment, being authentic, 
seems to me unerringly to call up past standards and really indicate 
something of what May Sinclair has helped to do for the novel. If 
in 1904 a woman was bold who portrayed drunkenness in a tale, she 
is positively a portent. 

May Sinclair was to go farther still. She was to be the first, I 
think, who wrote of the Bronte sisters from a psychological point of 
view, and she did this, not only in a book about them, but in a 
novel, “The Three Sisters,” which may have been suggested by 
reflection upon their story as it was seen by a modern woman. 
Her method here was less ample than it had been in “The Divine 
Fire”; it was more excitedly emotional. But in 1922 she wrote a 
book called “The Life and Death of Harriet Frean” which was a 
genuine advance in a particular form of impressionistic realism 
then first attracting notice. This short novel, which told the story 
of a woman from childhood until her death under anaesthetic, was 
significant. It skimmed the cream, as it were, of a life; there were no 
redundancies, no comments, only such selected details 'as con¬ 
tributed to our calm knowledge of the way things happened to one 
ordinary woman. For that reason, its brief simplicity, “The Lif«and 
Death of Harriet Frean” is worthy of remembrance. It is very nearly 
medical. 

May Sinclair, besides writing a philosophic “Defence of 
Idealism,” experimented further in later studies of male characters, 
and one of her earlier books, “Tasker Jevons,” a rather severe 
portrait of a successful author who may have been a combination of 
two of her male contemporaries, unkindly seen, had its virtues; 
but none of these books has quite the effectiveness of “Harriet 
Frean,” and it was on account of that book that she took her plact 
among moderns. 

It is possible that she derived some inspiration in writing it 
from a curious work of which ten volumes were published (as 
“chapter volumes”) under the general title “Pilgrimage.” This work 
is a biography of one Miriam; and in the history of modern novels 
it has a place entirely its own. The author, Dorothy Richardson, 
invented a new kind of impressionism in literature. She ^d not 
dodge, as Virginia Woolf did, among the past and present moods 
and memories of her heroine, but with extremely dexterous selec- 
tiven^ss managed to tell a continuous life-story as if it were in 
progress under our eyes, ifut so exact and indeed endless is her 
recolleftion that instead of compressing the life of Miriam intp 
184 pages, af^May Sinclair Compressed that of Harriet Frean, she 
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made every few weeks or months of it fill three hundred pages and 
could seemingly have gone on for ever. 

This was a feat. Still more of a feat is the fact that Dorothy 
Richardson managed to persuade the reader that she could not 
possibly have been any more succinct. There was no haste in the 
ten volumes, but there was no padding either. They were all full to 
the brim of what seemed much like actual history. That is just the 
doubt that assails my mind in contemplating ‘‘Pilgrimage”: I find 
it excellent as impressionism—tones, looks, turns of speech all as 
they might, as they must^ have been. But if I am asked whether I 
consider such impressionism anything more than a marvellous feat 
of memory, of reproduction, I must answer that somewhere between 
volume one and volume ten there comes a moment in which one 
wishes that Miriam had died young, or that she had moved through 
life at a less even and ample pace. The whole question of “import¬ 
ance” in fiction seems to arise. 

I know well that this is a view not held by at least one critic for 
whom I have a respect, who has celebrated Dorothy Richardson^s 
book in immeasured language, saying that “in all the literary work 
of our time none retains so high, so rare, so curious a value”; but 
there are limits to the curiosity of man, and for me “Pilgrimage” 
passes beyond them/One is overwhelmed by the multitude of little 
thin^s^hich Miriam noticed in the course of her journey through 
life, 'rfey do not compose into a picture, but are like the collections 
of a lifetime, a boxful of scraps of old silk and stuff such as hoarding 
women gather and leave behind at death. That Miriam guessed a 
good deal at secrets half—or quarter—revealed by demeanour shows 
that she wac not without inquisitiveness and even a rather harsh and 
ruthless judgment of other people, and so a picture of Miriam her¬ 
self grows steadily, volume by volume. But how far deliberate is 
that portrait? Is it not there, inferentially, as it were, by the accident 
of accumulated indications? How far is the character created? 

You see in Miriam what may be regarded as the first adum¬ 
bration of Virginia Woolf's idea of character as no more than a 
series of reactions to milieu. She does not impose herself upon life, 
but suffers its impress and its humiliations. She does not act; she 
resents and records. She does this without apology or explanation 
from Dorothy Richardson, and so far is “presented” as she would be 
by an artist of importance. On the other hand, no attempt is made to 
extract significance from hex experience; and so the work is as little 
comprehensive as a tape-machine. At one time it was usual to call 
the method of DoroAy Richardson “the stream of life”; ^d I 
freely grant its interestingness as technical experiment. Its value in 
the art of fiction I find it less easy to admit. Curious,’-novel, for a time 
attractive, it seems to me in jhe end to be a little pointless. 
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Pointlessness is the last thing one would urg^ against the youngest 
of these three women writers—Rebecca West. Rebecca ’West has 
always brought to everything her own restless Han. She must have 
been quite a child when she arrived in London journalism as a con¬ 
tributor to that feminist review, The Freemmany and when she was 
hardly out of her teens she was already an alert commentator upon 
the claims of women and the serious disadvantages under which 
they carried on their work in the world. From the first she was an 
ardent suffragist, as quick and eager on behalf of her sex as any 
woman has ever been, and with a pen as full of fire. But she became 
widely known to the literary community, not by her views on the 
suffrage, but, with reason, by her reviews of novels for The New 
Statesman. I doubt whether any such brilliant reviews of novels were 
ever seen before; they certainly have not been seen since; for when 
Rebecca West left The New Statesman^! peculiar combination of wit 
and justice could not be replaced.frhose who read novel reviews 
are thankful if they find either wit or pistice in them^and the difficulty 
of writing any form of criticism which is sensitive to the aims of 
authors and at the same time inexorable in appraisal of their per¬ 
formance is extreme. This difficulty, commonly evaded by means of 
impudence or disingenuousness, Rebecca West mastered. She 
amused, she stung; but she held fast to her own standard of quality, 
and was just. ^ 

Her place in the present chapter depends, it is clear, not upon such 
novel reviews, however good, and hardly at all upon the long, 
intelligent study of a woman contained in “The Judge,” which is he» 
most ambitious performance, but upon the very brief anecdote of 
amnesia called “The Return of the Soldier.” This book is as simple 
as its theme—the return home of a shell-shocked soldier who has 
forgotten all the years intervening between his first love and his 
disablement. The appearance of his first love as a tired and ill-dressed 
woman, and her cure of his ailment by the exhibition of garment^ 
once worn by a dead child, is definitely inspired (as to the novel) by 
knowledge of modern psychological methods. Technically the book 
holds no novelty. It has few characters, and the device is used o( the 
all-comprehending onlooker who is upon intimate terms with the 
protagonists; there are two women and one man (the onlooker 
being also a woman). What is novel is the fictional use of a treatment 
of amnesia which war-time experience showed to be reliable. The 
vignettes of husband and wife, and a cheerful doctor who reminds 
me of a literary friend, are all effective, Ind the study of the old love 
is full of emphatic sympathy. 

It^is customary to express wonderment at Rebecca West’s 
omission to write many more novels than she has done. But her 
^ intelligence is^critical. She has always written and re-written, very 
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scrupulously. She is riiuch interested in the world about her, in the 
cause of Women, in politics, in sociology, bringing her lAind to 
: consideration of all these forces with a disinterestedness which 
belongs rightly and properly to the critic. Her really outstanding 
literary work is a superb survey of Yugoslavia, “Black Lamb and 
Grey Falcon.” She has not been driven to fiction by either an over¬ 
mastering impulse to tell what she has imagined or by a similar 
impulse to right wrongs by means of impassioned appeal to the 
emotions. In each case, when she has written a novel, it is because 
a particular idea has presented itself to her mind rather than to her 
imagination: in one case the cure of amnesia, in another the pos¬ 
sibility of the judgment of one person by another, in a third the 
psychology of a strange woman. And in her writing of these tales, 
although we may suppose memory to have gone into the pictures 
of Glasgow and London which appear in “The Judge,” she has been 
very much the detached spectator of every action recorded in the 
book. Such detachment is a critical detachment; and the union of the 
creative with the critical faculty, when one or other is exceptional, is 
very uncommon. Coleridge had it in a supreme degree (he was one 
of the few great critics and great poets); Henry James had subtlety 
in both his fiction and his criticism; but as a rule if a man or a 
woman has too keen a critical sense it will react unfavourably 
upo^j his or her creative work. Such work will become arid, or, in 
the effort for emotion, it will tend to be sentimental. In each case 
the cause will be the same; the mind’s interfering control of the 
imagination. Freud, illustrating this point, quotes the following 
remarkable letter from Schiller to a friend who complained of his 
lack of creative power: 


“The reason for your complaint,” says Schiller, “lies, it seems 
to me, in the constraint which your intellect imposes upon your 
imagination. . . . Apparently it is not good—and indeed it hinders 
the creative work of the mind—^if the intellect ermine too closely the 
ideas already pouring in, as it were, at the gates.feegarded in isolation, 
an idea may be quite insignificant, and venturesome in the extreme, 
but it may acquire importance from an idea which follows it; perhaps, 
in a certain collocation with other ideas, which may seem equally 
absurd, it may be capable of furnishing a very serviceable linkjThe 
intellect cannot judge all these ideas unless it can retain them until it 
has oFDnsidered them in connection with these other ideas. In the case 
of a creative mind, it seetas to me, the intellect has withdrawn its 
watchers from the gates, and the ideas rusja in pell-mell, and only then 
does it review and inspect the multitude, tou worthy critics, oi;^what¬ 
ever you may call yourselves, are ashamea or afraid of the momentary 
and passing madness which is found in all real creators, the fcnger or 
shorter duration of which distinguishes the thinking ^artist from the 
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dreamer* Hence your complaints of unfruitfulness, for you reject 
too. soon and discriminate too severely.’’ 


iii. Edward Morgan Forster 

*'And a third man he says in a sort of drooping regretful voice, ‘Yes—oh dear yes — 
the novel tells a story*. . . And the third is myself. Yes—oh dear yes—the novel tells a 
story.” 

E. M. Eorster: Aspects of the Novel. 

O NE of my earliest recollections is of my Scottish grandfather, 
who was vocally indefatigable, singing: 

^‘My name’s Edward Morgan; I live in Llanelly: 

Of a truth I was born in the sweetest of vales.” 

I do not know whether E. M. Forster is descended from this Edward 
Morgan (his father was Edward Morgan Llewellyn Forster); but it 
seems clear that he is of Welsh blood, and in that case some ex¬ 
planation is supplied of his subtle and complex nature. A Welsh¬ 
man, a lover of the Classics, an intellectual, a Fellow of King’s 
College, Cambridge, a novelist, a critic. But above all a moralist. 
Perhaps he does not himself realize that he is a moralist; but J:his I 
shall explain. 

In person, Forster is of good middle height, very pale (he re¬ 
minds me in several respects of Andre Gide; for both have a similar 
ivorine pallor, a similar grave sincerity of manner, a similar rather 
implacable courtesy), and with a peculiarly modest bearing/One is - 
conscious in him of perfect integrity, calm, sympathy JL however, a 
little remoteness, toc^TIe is extremely intelligent; the most in¬ 
telligent of all the nowlists of the 1880-90 generation. 

^ This is a great advantage to him, for he is enabled to play wi^ 
all his themes, and interpenetrate them with a kind of piercing 
light of the spirit. But it is at the same time a disadvantage, for his 
books, however incandescent, hold little warmth. They db not 
embrace the whole of life; they are more like luminous demonstra¬ 
tions of cause and effect. They arise from deliberately realized ideas, 
and not from imaginative conceptions. But nevertheless they are 
full of fluctuating imagination which comes and goes from scene to 
scene, from paragraph to paragraph. He can be exquisitely ifialicious 
in sketching the spinster of foreign boSrding-houses; he can be very 
scathing at the expense of a male busybody; he rejoices in strange 
disedmfitures: those are the things which amuse us in his work. 
They are not his chief concern. His chief concern is with sometliing 
Which he values above all, else—Nature, Honesty, the need f6r 
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mutual comprehension, the Good Life. He perpetually tries to per¬ 
sonify this; never, I'.think, with complete success, but always 
thoughtfully and with a range of reference beyond the understand¬ 
ing of simple readers.' 

At the risk of having it thought that Cambridge is an obsession 
of mine (whereas I regard it only as a curiously insistent and very 
important phenomenon in modern letters), I should wish to make 
an observation. It is this. At its lowest, the esteem in which Cam¬ 
bridge is held may be a snobbish esteem: ‘‘Charlie’s up at Cam¬ 
bridge”—oh, Cambridge \ that means money, position, a career, such 
friends for after-life, etc. Oxford, would be just as impressive: 
none of the other Universities has such social cachet. That is the least 
interesting aspect. At its most persistent in the modern literary 
world, the pride of the Cambridge man is in a form of intellectual 
oilture. I do not question the culture, and pride in it—with its 
contempt for all who have not shared its influence—^is almost 
equalled by the comparable pride of the Oxford man who speaks of 
“the best .thought.” All I dislike is the irrelevant ostentation. But 
there is a third pride, a much higher pride, that in spiritual culture; 
and it is this pride in Cambridge that Forster has. It is illustrated at 
intervals in all his work; it perfectly shouts in his comment on an 
aspiring Cockney clerk in “Howard’s End,” of whom Forster says: 
“Perjiaps the keenest happiness he had ever known was during a 
railway journey to Cambridge, where a decent-mannered under¬ 
graduate had spoken to him.” 

c. I am not ridiculing that remark, although I think it shows 
alarming frigidity of the imagination. The point I wish to make is 
that to Forster his experience at Cambridge is the most wonderful 
thing that ever happened to him. At Cambridge he came greatly 
under the influence of a man of exceptionally fine temper and gift 
for teaching—Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson. Dickinson, the ideal 
<}on, whose biography Forster has written, is to ordinary readers 
known chiefly by his little manual, “The Greek View of Life,” 
which, though less than his best book, illustrates particularly his 
humine attitude of helpfulness towards unscholarly people. In 
this book he summarizes, very persuasively, the Greek attitudes to 
Religion, Art, the State, the Individual; and while it may be true that 
to scholars the work contains some jejune material and perhaps 
some sentimentality, its appeal to the uneducated is very strong. 
Dickinsbn is known otherwise to students as the author of certain 
dialogues on the nature of Good and the varieties of political philo¬ 
sophy, in which a love of discussion for its own sake is joined to a 
very earnest wish to ascertain by means of contrasts and defiifltions 
whether there is any common basis upon which t]}oughtfu 4 minds 
can build a more helpful philosophy oi life. These ^alogues, for 
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those who relish points of view, are easy and delightful. They show 
a sense* of character, and a willingness to preserve not only differences 
of opinion but the natural origins in personality of such differences. 
Though interested in abstract ideas, Dickinson was not therefore 
debarred from complete humane sympathy with men of many 
types. It was a beautiful mind, and a beautiful character, as these 
dialogues demonstrate. But his best work is contained in two 
books, one a fantasy suggested by Mozart's opera, **The Magic 
Flute,” the other a survey of European pre-war diplomacy en¬ 
titled ‘*The European Anarchy.” In these books the same beauty 
of mind and character is revealed; fastidious yet sympathetic, an¬ 
xious yet tolerant; earnest yet pla3rful. In the dialogues, no traps, 
such as we find in Plato; in the very simple “Greek View of Life” 
a loving wish to explain without condescension; in “The Magic 
Flute” a charming venture into the empyrean; and in “The European 
Anarchy” clear sight and honourable adoration of truth brought 
to the most controversial branch of history and analysis. 

The power of such a man, who was Forster's friend as well as 
his teacher, is unquestionable. It is supported by much testimony, 
including Forster’s own. And it must have helped, with those 
actual debates at Cambridge which Dickinson loved and in» which, 
at the beginning of the century, Forster joined, to give clarity to a 
mind already possessed of unusual resource. Forster owes piuch 
to Cambridge, and this he acknowledges by his assurance that a 
Cockney clerk had his happiest moments as the result of being 
spoken to by a decent-mannered undergraduate. In himself he 
manages, it seems to me, to be more intelligent than his contempor¬ 
aries without sinking to their fatal aridity. 

His novels, excluding shorter works, are five in n&nber. Two 
of them are brilliant exercises in comedy, two lengthy and to me 
not altogether intelligible or admirable serious studies of middle- 
class people in various moral pickles, and one subtle, very patienj, 
brillianf^analysis of the Anglo-Indian problem. I use the word 
“brilliant” with a sense of responsibility; for I can think of no 
term which better describes the peculiar quality of radiant intelli¬ 
gence which the three books share. All five books are written in a 
style at first markedly formal and later still decidedly cool, dis¬ 
tinguished by wit and new-minted phrase. All five, in the matter 
of invention, are fantastic. 

The fa ntasticalife ..is an advantage in the extravagant ^‘"Where 
AngelsIPear t^Tread” and “A Room 4 ith a View,” a disadvantage 
in “The Longest Journey” and “Howard's End,” and a bewilder- 
menf in “A Passage to India.” This I shall hope to show. “Where 
Angela Feat to^Tread” is about a shiftless widow of means who 
marries a cheap Italian, has, a baby, and dies. Her brother-in-law. 
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an amusing prig, is sent with his sister to a small Italian town to 
demand the baby for its English relations, and there is great comedy 
in the ambassadorial interviews with the baby’s father. Finally the 
baby is stolen, is accidentally jolted from the thief’s arms in the 
darkness to death in a ditch; there is a shocking night fight between 
the prig and the father; and the expedition, routed, comes to an 
end with, on the part of a contributory young woman, the con¬ 
fession of her hidden and horrified love for the cheap Italian. In 
some respects this is the most successful of all Forster’s books; 
for the protagonists are vividly rendered, the talk full of verve, the 
zestful invention upon a uniform plane, and the total effect un¬ 
marred by contradiction or obscurity. It is brimming with laughter. 

The book which followed "‘Where Angels Fear to Tread” has 
no such relishable zest. It is a long tale about a cripple of some 
private means who becomes under-master at a country school. 
He marries a girl bereaved by death of her first, instinctive lover. 
This girl at first mothers the cripple and encourages his literary 
experiments in paganism; and at last, because she is conventional, 
malignantly binds and seeks to crush him into a conventional 
shape. Her character changes, always for the worse, as the book 
proceeds, and for every malignance she shows to her husband 
Forster repays her tenfold by what becomes quite persecutionary 
arraignment. Now the cripple has an irresponsible half-brother 
(ille^timate); and this brother, an incalculable and savage bore for 
whom the author has a mystical veneration, is always breaking 
into the book as a curious symbolic figure. He upsets the con- 
ventionals; he arouses in the cripple an emotional sense of duty 
and distaste; he and his case both evoke from an obstinate young 
philosophe/ harangues of the utmost severity; but while one feels 
that he represents for Forster some truth, some reality of im¬ 
portance, he never succeeds in being for the reader anything but a 
tiresome oaf who would be better dead. Because of him, the story 
IS involved with argument and symbolism, and the fantastic in¬ 
vention which has been in place in brilliant farce such as “Where 
Angtls Fear to Tread” is in “The Longest Journey,” where it is 
perfectly sober, a cause of tedium and unconvincingness. The 
author, it seems, has at this period become attached to some “Back 
to Nature” concept whereby his cripple is saddled with terrible 
responsibilities for the sins of the mothers; and he has also developed 
what fnight nowadays be called a Conventionality-Complex. 
Conventionality is a horror to him. It is the enemy of Truth, Purity, 
and Romance. It is the unforgivable sin. It is to him what the Church 
was to Voltaire. In face of it he loses all command of his judgment. 
Instead of seeking truth below conventionality, and trying tQ under¬ 
stand why convention has such po^yer, he can*do nothing but 
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vehemently expose it, caricature it, exaggerafe it altogether beyond 
its natrural proportions, punish it, and exalt ‘its opposite; which he 
calls Honesty. 

That same passion for the irrational—^which seems odd and 
' never entirely clear-headed in a man as civilized as Forster—is the 
driving force in “A Room with a View.” In this third novel, with 
something of the farcical brilliance of “Where Angels Fear to 
Tread,” we are introduced to a party at a Florentine pensioriy whose 
manners and timidities and snobbishnesses are all mimicked without 
mercy. But, to our horror, we find in the pension a truth-telling 
eccentric who, if he had been in a novel by Galsworthy, would 
long ago have been ridiculed to death by the intelligentsia; and 
we hear the rather worse than not-quite-veritable pipes of Pan. 
Our young heroine is kissed by a young man named George. 
After the fashion of heroines, she nevertheless engages herself to 
another, quite unsuitable, young man; and it takes coincidence 
and other fantastic works to break the engagement and land her in 
the properly unconventional arms. In particular we are shown 
that as she could play Beethoven’s less popular pieces she has 
some core of superiority to common young women; and as for the 
men, they all return to nature by stripping and taking a bathe in a 
muddy pool. A rather Meredithian scene, this; but the book as a 
whole, though often delicious in phrase and satire, will not, ^n its 
composition, bear looking into. If we were to peer, we should see 
that just as Meredith’s novels owe nearly all to their treatment 
(and little but ill to their mechanism), so this book is no more than 
a novelette with a sentimental invocation of faunishness and eccen¬ 
tricity and momentary nudism to carry the graver message about ‘ 
Truth which the author has in his heart. Conventioigp is still the 
enemy; despite the fact that Unconventionality thus applauded is 
but an inversion of the hideous foe. I doubt if a naturally uncon¬ 
ventional person is ever conscious of the vileness of convention. 
He is more like the little girl who was told the story of the Golden 
Calf. She remarked, thoughtfully: “And God was angry?” “Terribly 
angry.” “Hn. Funny. Of course, anybody else would only have^ 
laughed.” 

In many of its details and assumptions “Howard’s End” is 
much the most mature and richly diversified book Forster has 
written. If I say that it is a puzzling book, that is because I think 
that here, above all, Forster’s invention is entirely arbitrary. I am 
not, as I hope it has been made clear in earlier chapters, a stickler for 
neatness in the novel; to me each book is to be judged accordingly 
as it * author’s aim (as I understand it) has been a worthy aim and 
well executed. What is called “richness” has its artistic value no 
less than scrupulous observance of the unities and other pseudo- 
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classical technical devices. I do not ask of a book that it should be 
pellucid. In a sense, also, I realize that probability, as the French 
historian said, “is not a scientific notion; there was a King of Siam 
who refused to believe in the existence of ice.” But over “Howard's 
End” I am in a quandary. I only believe it here and there. 

In this book there are two half-German orphan sisters named 
Schlegel and their brother. The brother may be eliminated; he is 
but an adjunct. There are also a family called Wilcox, father, mother, 
two sons and a daughter; the children for the time being may be 
set aside, excepting that the younger son and one of the two Schlegel 
sisters, Helen, for a few moments at the beginning of the book are 
engaged to be married. The sole point of the engagement is to show 
that Helen is amorously impulsive. And there are a young un¬ 
educated Cockney clerk and his wife (at first his mistress). It is 
this uneducated Cockney clerk, as you may recall, whose happiest 
hour has been given him by a decent-mannered undergraduate; 
and he and his wife, so far as the intrigue is concerned, are the 
dominating characters in the novel. They are not the chief char¬ 
acters; but their actions precipitate the moral crises of the book. 

What am I to do with two persons, in a class well known to me, 
who, though they are apparendy seriously offered as portraits, 
never say or do a single thing which I find credible? Is it I who 
am sp besotted with the realistic method that I cannot appreciate 
essential truth? Or are these two incredibles indeed taken seriously 
by the author as persons? Or are they symbols? Or merdy in¬ 
struments in his plot? Let me tell you what happens, and then 
let me explain what troubles me. 

.^t the beginning of the book occurs the abortive engagement. 
It is quite aii impossible engagement, and is broken off the morning 
after. It is also beautifully handled by Forster, who in the treatment 
of the whole episode shows himself to be a distinguished novelist; 
nothing in that respect could be finer. But shortly afterwards the 
sisters go to a classical concert at Queen's Hall, where they sit 
next to the uneducated Cockney clerk—there to improve himself. 
One of the sisters accidentally takes his umbrella; the other, when 
he suspiciously and accusingly announces the abstraction, first gives 
him her card and then takes him home to recover what proves to 
be a tattered relic. Subsequently the Wilcox family, hitherto resident 
in the coxintry, at a house called Howard's End, rent a flat immedi¬ 
ately op]^osite the home of the sisters, and, as Helen (the emotional) 
has gone to Germany, and hdi quondam fianc^ to Nigeria, Margaret, 
the elder Schlegel, makes friends with Mrs. Wilcox, the mother. 
From this friendship springs the curious fact that upon her Heath 
shortly afterwards Mrs. Wilcox leaves a note asking that Howard's 
End shall be given to Margaret. Since the note is unsigned, and has 
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no legal significance, the Wilcox family ignore this wish- However, 
Mr^ Wilcox, the widower, presently falls soberly in love with 
Margaret, proposes to her, and (quite appropriately and explicably) 
is accepted. The two marry. 

Meanwhile, however, the sisters have had further encounters 
with the uneducated Cockney clerk and his wife. Both turn up 
rather oddly at the Schlegels’ home; the wife because her husband 
has mysteriously absented himself, the husband to explain that, 
having heard the call of the wild, he has been for a week-end walk. 
He quotes poetry; the Schlegel sisters patronize him, learn that 
he is a clerk in an insurance company, and, as Mr. Wilcox tells 
them that this particular insurance company is unsound, advise 
the clerk to find another job. The clerk finds another job—^in a 
banki—rbut is dismissed from it for incompetence; also his in¬ 
surance company is proved to be sound. He and his wife are there¬ 
fore brought by Helen, the emotional, to a country house from 
which Mr. Wilcox’s daughter has just been married. Helen Schlegel 
is beside herself with panic fury, and insists that Mr. Wilcox shall 
find the clerk work in his own business. Unfortunately the clerk’s 
wife has been Mr. Wilcox’s mistress in a former incarnation^ and as 
she is drunk she accosts him familiarly, arouses disturbance, and 
brings about an estrangement between the Schlegel sisters. Helen, 
having tried to give part of her fortune to the clerk, who declines 
it, goes abroad; Margaret is married to Mr. Wilcox, and goes down 
to Howard’s End, where she finds that an insane woman has un¬ 
packed all her belongings, and Helen’s belongings, in a house which 
for some time has been unoccupied. Time passes. Then, very^ 
mysteriously, Helen turns up again, shunning her fa^ly, and is 
only trapped in Howard’s End—hunting up her books—by strate^. 
She is eight months gone with child; and it appears that this is the 
result of another emotional moment in which the Cockney clerk 
has been involved. When Mr. Wilcox’s elder son, who is not the one 
who has been engaged to Helen, attacks the Cockney a bookcase 
falls over; the clerk dies, the son gets three years for manslaughter. 
Thereafter nothing remains but to gather together the fragments,* 
and the sisters share Helen’s trial—“the supreme agony of mother¬ 
hood, which is even yet not a matter of common knowledge.” 

Forster must not be blamed for my shortcomings as a sum- 
marizer, and I do not ask that the story as told by me •shall be 
regarded as the story told by him. All >ask is that we should quietly 
discuss the question whether the inconsecutiveness of this story 
is precisely the inconsecutivieness of life. In so far as Margaret and 
Mr. V^lcox are concerned, I think it is. There seems to me no 
incongruity at 411 in their relation, which is entirely reasonable, 
thpugh not^^ntouched by *emotion. Hn the same way Helen’s 
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performances could I think have been made credible; although as 
the book stands they are to me not credible. She fluctuates berv^een 
hardness and emotionalism (not an uncommon mixture), and is 
only unconvincing because both her passionate scenes occur “off” 
stage, when prQbability as well as pruriency demands that they 
should be witnessed in order that they should be understood. We 
are presented with the after-facts only: no wonder we are surprised. 
As for the uneducated Cockney clerk and his wife, I am an un¬ 
educated Cockney, and I have been a clerk. I was never learned 
enough to be e^nployed in a bank; but my knowledge of clerks is 
very extensive. I have never met one who would be overwhelmed by 
decent behaviour on the part of an undergraduate, or one to whom 
such decent behaviour would seem less than his duei^A consciousness 


of condescension would seem rather to belong to the undergraduate.^ 
How can I possibly believe in a being so uncouth, when I am told"' 
that he springs from a class which I know to be above all others 
decent, well-behaved, and self-respecting? 

This is far from being an idle point as to Forster’s portrayal 
of life. Here is another instance. In ‘‘The Longest Journey” the 
irrational half-brother arrives one night, drunk, at the cripple’s 
home. His sister-in-law wearily notes his condition and states it; 


the cripple greets him cordially, but receives no answer, because 
the Visitor has become insensible. And a third sober conventionalist 


exclaims on the spot: “Good gracious me! My advice is, that we 
all go to bed.” I do not know precisely what can be said when a 
relation tumbles into the house drunk quite late at night; but I am 
absolutely positive that nobody says: “Good gracious me! My 
advice is, that we all go to bed.” All might wish to say it, hoping 
that the dicfigurement would disappear by morning; but such 
complete washing of the hands at the first moment of contemplation 
is inconceivable to me. After all, the speaker was a busybody, strong 
fii the sense of conventional duty. 

Well, I shall be told that Forster is not a realistic novelist, 
which is true; and that brings me to “A Passage to India,” which 
is the most coherent of his later novels, sacrificing no brilliance 
as a result of that coherence. This is a picture of Anglo-Indian 
relations, drawn with much sympathy and beautifully presented. 
But the book turns upon something that happened in a cave. 
A young woman believes herself to have been assaulted in this 
cave by a Moslem doctor, and brings a charge against him which 
might have ruined his life. He is clearly innocent, and the young 
woman, when in the witness-box, retracts her charge. are 
not told what did happen, whether the young woman had a hallu¬ 
cination or whether she was in fact assaulted by a guide. W^should 
like to know. Forster will not tell u^. In his quiet ivay he sighs: 
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“Yes—oh dear yes—the novel tells a story.” He is interested in 
expressing by means of fiction—it could be done as well by no other 
means—^what he feels to be the truth about the British in India, 
and the Indian reaction to British rule. For him the story, such as 
it is, is but a vehicle for the ideas. As a result of this, “A Passage to 
India” is less interesting as a novel than as a presentation, a crystal¬ 
lization, of Forster’s thoughts and emotions after two long ex¬ 
ploratory visits to the East. He does not like British rule; it is in 
the hands of Conventionalists. However, he has some doubts as to 
the consequences of its abandonment. In this conclusion, having 
been a Liberal, he becomes a philosopher, and leaves everything 
where he found it. 

“Yes—oh dear yes—the novel tells a story.” In his study called 
“Aspects.of the Novel” Forster imagines the problem of whether 
a noveTshould tell a story being posed to three persons. The first 
doubtfully admits that perhaps a novel should tell a story; the 
second blufHy demands a story; the third, who, Forster says, is 
himself, very unwillingly agrees that the novel does in fact tell a 
story; he wishes it did not. He would so much rather it concerned 
itself with melody or perception of the truth. I should like to discuss 
this question at length, but that would take time and space. Having, 
however, been turned from the story-less novel by much experience 
of the story-less novel as written by others, I am inclined to tfiink 
that the novel which tells a story is a much purer form of art than 
the novel which regards story as factitious/Unfortunately there* 
are fewer artists than teachers; and as between the explicit and the 
implicit, explicit will always seem to persons of culture more 
immec^ely important than anything in which the olJJect is not 
stated^hat is by the way. I only introduce the point n6w for two 
reasotis: one, that it illustrates the attitude of many very intelligent 
and respectable writers of the present day; the other, that it illumin-^ 
at^ the nature of Forster’s talent as well as the greatness of his gifts. 

(By some fatality, which we have all noticed, we bring, perhaps 
responsive^, to any author of exacting mind a similar exactin^ess 
of demandj^orster is an instance of such exactingness in an author. 
I consider^is work full of faults—^faults of exaggeration, inventive 
perfunctoriness, property babies, tiresome insistence upon the 
virtues of irrationality and unpreparedness, and so on. I think it 
deficient in emotion, though strangely complaisant towards emo¬ 
tionalism. For a man who preaches the^need of kindness he seems 
to me to show very little Undness towards those men and women 
in his fcooks who suffer fron^the deadly illness of conventionality; 
in early Jbooks his detachment sometimes, even to unconventional 
•■characters, is defached to thp verge of distaste; in all his work 
■(but he regarejs it as a,fortune, not a virtue) there is a half-reluctant 
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hint: Some of us were at King’s; the test, oh dear yes, not. But in 
spite of these accidents, which many will think falsely charged and 
many others unnecessarily mentioned, he is as far above the gener¬ 
ality of novelists as, in another respect, he is above the generality 
of the intelligentsia. He has not only exceptional brains; he has 
exceptional honesty. He is not only deft and perceptive; he is 
original. While, when he is serious, he is sometimes, to me, dis¬ 
pleasing, harsh, excited, he has a glorious sense of comedy in 
which over and over again everything rises as by the most delightful 
legerdemain into glittering, many-coloured absurdity. In the case of 
Margaret Schlegel, in “Howard’s End,” where his S3nmpathy is 
never at fault, he achieves great subtlety of imderstanding and 
communication. In “A Passage to India” one believes that he has 
truly penetrated some of the disguises and evasions of the oriental 
mind. In all his novels he adroiuy suggests m'/ieu, mental attitude, 
conversational skill, and the difficulties of social and personal 
adjustment as no other novelist of his time could do with com¬ 
parable brilliance. There may be life, movement, rich laughter, 
eccentricity, accident, or gloom in his books, all of them presented 
with the greatest possible economy and precision. And there will 
be something else too. 

That something is the ethical preoccupation of the author. 
“OtSght,” “ought not.” We have our responsibilities. We guard 
and are cautious, when we should be unprepared. We are hypocrites 
and liars, when we should at all costs tell the truth and do what is 
tight; live freely and in harmony with Nature. Tyranny is abhorrent 
to him; both tyranny and sham. He will show a pleasant girl slipping 
frdm candour into conventionality, to a lie or obedience to a lie; 
but always‘there is somebody across whose face (though it be his 
6wn) a warning shadow of disappointment passes at that moment, 
and, if she is a good girl, she recovers her self-respect, and plays 
^ome lesser-known Beethoven and so scrambles back to—^not 
safety, but trutly sincerity, awareness of the best, pursuit of the 
uncenventional.^ust how positive a faith that is, we may doubt; 
it is at least a falffi which is very fit for those who do not manage 
the world’s affidrs,)and so modest a man as Forster would not wish 
in any way to urge human beings beyond their capacity. For that 
reason, while we may not share his particular enthusiasms, we 
can alio value his integrity, and can delight in the fact that it only 
occasionally obscures his iinaginative gift. 
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iv. David Herbert Lawrence 

“God, that I have no choice 1 
That my own fulfilment is up against me 
Timelesslyl 

The burden of self-accomplishment! 

The charge of fulfilment!" 

D. H, Laurence: Humiliation, 

Y ounger than Forster, and younger than the talented young 
novelists of the 1883-4 generation—Mackenzie, Cannan, 
Walpole, Brett Young—D. H. Lawrence stands out from them all. 
He stands out in the first place by his genius; but he occupies more 
accidentally and less enviably a place of his own in contemporary 
literature. If we here glance back to the beginning of the Georgian 
era, and recall what Henry James thought of him, it will amuse 
!us to find that phrase—toiling ‘‘in the dusty rear”—as the first 
Icomment of age to seal him an original; and he was an original, 
for “sport” in several unfortunate respects as well as in the all- 
important one of genius. He was, for example, one of the few 
^writers ever to be threatened with prosecution for obscenity; 
one of the few painters to have the exhibition of their works closed 
by police order and the works themselves taken in charge; one of 
the few poets to have a packet of poems stopped in transit through 
the English post. He might well claim to have been the victim of 
persecution; he might well feel hatred and misery at thought of 
his country and its laws; he might well feel himself a rebel with 
' nowhere to rest his head. Since his death he has had an equally 
strange fate in being made the subject of biographies and counter-^ 
biographies and replies to counter-biographies, and** books and 
books of memoirs, letters, selections, collections, and every kind pf 
analysis. His life, both private and secret, has been published abroad, 
first by himself either in the disguise of the novel or the passionate 
candours of poetry, and then by his friends and enemies and those 
who have axes to grind and those who hope to gain a little publicity 
»for themselves from his posthumous fame. His work and his per- 
isonality have evoked such emotion that any breath of adverse* 
Icomment upon one of them or both has been met with fury from 
one class, while every word of praise has aroused in another class 
such shocked and repulsive surprise that protests have passed into 
> paroxysms of the most alarming kind. His effect upon tht young 
has been great; his effect upon the old has often enough been that 
of nausea. It is difficult to foresee his future; it is even more difficult 
in suCh an atmosphere calmly to assess his genius. 

Fo» one thiqg, much of the fuss about Lawrence has been of 
a purely temporary order. It was bound to be so. Psycho-analysis 

X 
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has been a new hobby for thousands of people, and Lawrence is a 
writer whd lends himself—only too readily—to psycho-analysis. 
He asks for it; demands it. His work was full of autobiography; 
his poems can be made plainly to tell the story of a life as Shake- 
spearc^s Sonnets have only been made to do by force; his illustration 
of the CEdipus G:)mplex is terribly timely; the accounts of him 
which have been published have all dealt in matters of which, con¬ 
cerning nearly every other writer, nothing, or very little, is known. 
His private life has been turned inside out, not because he was a 
genius but because he is ready material for such disclosure. There 
he is: the man, the author; compare this with that, his own words. 
Was he sexually impotent, was he mad, was he a good friend, an 
ungrateful biter of the hand that fed him? Are his works obscene 
or fiercely moral?—^It has been a really extraordinary simation. If 
ever man was made for moment, it was Lawrence. Butfmust one 
accept the verdicts of the moment?JiIs there something\et more 
true to be said of him? Are not these disciples by way of being 
ghouls or unconscious misrepresenters of the man? Was he, as they 
say, a great man; or was he a weakling? Some of them, while saying 
he was a great man, depict him as a weakling. He himself said that, 
as compared with the people who wrote about him, “nice, well- 
behaved dogs,” he was a giraffe; and the Lawrence who wrote 
letters»,to his friends bears no resemblance at all to the Lawrence 
who has been described by others. 

He was born in Eastwood, Nottinghamshire, on September 
I'lth, 1885, the fourth child of a coal-miner. He was what is known as 
a “mother’s boy,” and was his mother’s pet, companion, and con¬ 
fidant. When he was thirteen, he won a scholarship to Nottingham 
High Schoo'f^ and later went to Nottingham University College to 
obtain a teaching certificate. He was a teacher for several years; 
but after the publication of his first novel, “The White Peacock,” 
in 1911 (it was advertised in 1910) he abandoned teaching and gave 
himself wholly to writing. The beginning of his literary career was 
marked by the active interest of two men. Ford Madox Hueffe r, 
who published some poems in The 'English Ajeview^ and 'liJWrd 
Garnett, who told him to submit “The White Peacock” to Heine- 
mahn, the London publisher, and in other ways gave him encour¬ 
agement of the most valuable kind. For a long time Garnett was his 
chief contact with the book world; later he disappears altogether 
from among Lawrence’s correspondents. Then Lawrence made the 
acquaintance of Middleton 5 ^urry and Katherine Mansfield, and 
contributed to their journal. Rhythm^ and embraced them with a full 
heart of friendship, while at the same titaie he steadily increased his 
half-firiendships with others who were either producing whkt was 
thought to be advanced literature or cultivating the speiety of the 
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artists and littirateurs of the day. His feelings* for Murry were more 
emotional than they seem to have been for any other* man; but 
havTng thought of him as a John the Baptist he came to regard 
him as a Judas, so that although the friendship lasted long, and 
flared up again, it was in the end a failure and a cause of pain and 
disillusion. Having spent his boyhood among Midland workers, 
Lawrence became through Murry and Garnett and Edward Marsh 
(another early enthusiast) the associate of the cultivated few in 
London, bringing to that association a whole body of experience 
quite alien to the experience of his companions. He was thus from 
the outset a critical stranger in middle-class aesthetic society. 

Middleton Murry, in his curious, rather powerful, and dis¬ 
tressingly emotional story of Lawrence’s character galled *‘ Son of 
Woman .” delves far into the CEdipus Complex for his explanation 
tof Lawrence, and I think convincingly attributes to the relation 
Jsubsisting between Lawrence and his mother a share in that conflict 
|to which in poems and novels he again and again returned. Aldous 
Huxley, always fastidiously repelled by the profuse (and therefore 
by Murry’s literary manner and the mind which it expresses), will 
have nothing to do with any such notion, and truly remarks that 
IT .awfT .awfenre if his mother had died when 
he was a cWld. The two views are compatiBle.' We afe all agfeed1(I 
me'an^ TrTthis case, Murry, Huxley, and myself) that Lawrence was a 
genius, and that his genius would have found expression: what is 
still possible, nevertheless, is that the note of horror pervading all 
those passages from his writings which Murry quotes might haVe 
been mitigated if as a boy he had not lived so constantly in his 
mother’s company. Huxley has had no personal experience of the^ 
nearness with which poor people live together, and o^the steamy 
mother-son intimacy, almost identification, which such a life can 
produce. It is indicated well enough in Lawrence’s autobiographical 
“Sons and Lovers,” where the relationship is underlined but nof, 
as yet, mystically analysed into those terms which Lawrence was 
later forced to repeat ad nauseam owing to the poverty of the English 
language. 

“Paul would be built like his mother, slightly and rather small. 
His fair hair went reddish, and then dark brown; his eyes were grey. 
He was a pale, quiet child, with eyes that seemed to listen, and with a 
full, dropping underlip. * 

“As a rule he seemed old for his ^ears. He was so conscious of 
what other people felt, particularly his mother. When she fretted he 
understood, and could have no peace. His soul seemed always atten¬ 
tive to her.... 

• .... Whdh she was quiet, so, she looked brave and rich with 

life, but as%if she had been* done out />f her rights. It hurt the boy 
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keenly, this feeling afcout her that she had never had her lifers fulfil¬ 
ment: and his ovrn incapacity to make up to her hurt him insid^e with 
a sense of impotence, yet made him patiently dogged inside. It was his 
childish aim. 


“Paul was now fourteen, and was looking for work. He was a 
rather small and rather finely-made boy, with dark brown hair and light 
blue eyes. His face .. . was extraordinarily mobile. Usually he looked 
as if he saw things, was full of life, and warm; then his smile, like 
his mother’s, came suddenly and was very lovable; and then, when 
there was any clog in his soul’s quick running, his face went stupid 
and ugly. He was the sort of boy that becomes a clown and a lout as 
soon as he is not understood, or feels himself held cheap; and, again, 
is adorable at the first touch of warmth.” 

These quotations (they are telescoped here, but are from two 
early chapters of “Sons and Lovers”) give us the close relationship 
of mother and son, and they explain Lawrence’s character better 
than much elaborate exposition can do. He was sensitive as few men 
are sensitive; sensitive, clever, an artist; “so conscious of what 
other people felt, particularly his mother.” (I mean, by “clever,” 
mentaUy agile.) In those days his only ambition was to “earn his 
thirty or thirty-five shillings a week somewhere near home, and 
then, when his father died, have a cottage with his mother, paint 
and go out as he liked, and live happy ever after.” But in “Fantasia 
6Y the Unconscious,” if Murry is to be believed, Lawrence has 
himself in mind when he speaks of a woman “seeking, seeking the 
’'fulfilment in the deep passional self, . . . seeking whom she may 
devour.” 

“And usually, she turns to her child. Here she provokes what she 
. wants. Here, in her own son who belongs to her, she seems to find the 
last perfect response for which she is craving. He is a medium to her, 
she provokes from him her own answer. So she throws herself into a 
last great love for her son, a final and fatal devotion, that which would 
have been the richness and strength of her husband and is poison 
to her boy.” 

Since Lawrence is an exceedingly personal writer, and since he 
spent tl^e greater part of his literary life in explaining the relations 
between himself and his mother, his wife, and two other women 
whom he knew in youth, I incline to Murry’s view. It is only im¬ 
portant in an account of Lawrence’s liff; and I shall not again, refer 
to it. 

• He was twenty-five when his first novel was ‘Written, this- 
was published in 1911, when it was widely assumed that any author 
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who used initials instead of a Christian name and who wrote as 
emotidnally as Lawrence did of a hero named Cyril must be a 
woJhan. In “Sons and Lovers,” which was published in 1913, he 
told with tremendous force and sincerity the story of his life as it 
had been up to his mother’s death. In the following year, after his 
wife had been divorced by her first husband, he was married; and in 
August the First World War broke out. The War, to Lawrence, was 
a merely horrible stupidity. He refused to have any part in it, 
believing that each man’s responsibility was to himself and not to his 
fellows, and that at bottom the War was waged by England no less 
than by other countries on behalf of property, trade, and empire. 
He was already desperately agitated when, in 1915, his new novel, 
“The Rainbow,” was attacked as filth and the publishers ordered to 
withdraw it from circulation and destroy the remaining stock. 

Lawrence then wrote another novel, ‘Women in Love,” and for 
this he failed for another five years to find a publisher. According to 
my recollection of the time, hesitation on the part of publishers to 
make themselves responsible for this book was due less to fear of 
prosecution on grounds of indecency than to another fear altogether. 
This I must explain. In his simplicity, Lawrence put real people into 
his books. He put himself over and over and over again; his mother, 
his wife, the two other women many times; his acquaintances as he 
needed them. If he was there, naked but splendid, why should they 
object to a lesser splendour? And there was a portrait in “Women in 
Love” as to which it was believed that proceedings for libel would 
be taken if the book were published. I suppose that nobody objects 
to a favourable portrait: Lawrence’s were usually unfavourable. 
He would meet somebody, take a liking or a dislikijjg, see very*" 
intensely whatever he liked or disliked, meditate upor\*the person, 
see more and more and more, and then, at white heat, would put 
that person into a story. The story would often be quite invented; 
only the person vividly portrayed as if by forked lightning. The 
consequences were painful. At least one person began proceedings 
against a Lawrence novel, and had to be soothed by a present;^from 
the publisher. Many others were wounded and unsoothed. For. 
those in whose company Lawrence had been uncomfortable ^though 
they had intended nothing but kindness) punishment was exemplary 
and inexorable. 

What with his horror of war, the humiliation he felt at successive 
medical examinations by the Army authorities (for he was by no 
means a conscientious objector, and would have fought for any 
cause^of the spirit which he approved), the persecution which he 
suffered through the suspicions of neighbours in Cornwall, who 
.i.believ<M his German wife to be a spy, the prosecution of “The R^- 
bow,” the pi^lishers’ dread of “Women in Love,” and the desperate 
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poverty in which—even with the aid of gifts and loans of money 
from those who could ill afford to lose what they had—the Law¬ 
rences lived, this period must have been enough to send so extra¬ 
ordinarily sensitive a man insane. I believe he did feel the bitterest 
hatred of England and the English—not the people, but the whole 
organization of the life of the people. When he wished to leave the 
country, although he had no longer any fear of being forced to 
serve in the Army (he was obviously unfit for military training), he 
was refused a passport. He could not go until after the War, in 
1919, and from that time to the end of his life, though he paid at 
least three brief visits, he could not again bear to live in England. 

He lived in Italy, Sicily, Germany, Sardinia, Ceylon, Australia, 
,the United States, Mexico, in Italy again, and in the South of 
I France. He travelled extensively and almost incessantly, looking 
for some part of the world which had not been—^in Lawrence’s 
I view—demoralized by civilization. He wrote a great deal. He must 
have been among the most prolific of all modern English writers. 
Wherever he went he took a readiness to be delighted with what he 
saw, an enthusiasm, an eagerness; but it always failed him, so that 
he was forced to haste away to farther and farther places of exile in 
order that he might set down some account of the horror he had just 
escaped. He was in this way the first of the moderns, for the material¬ 
ism ef contemporary life w^ too much for him; and he sought 
horrified escape from it. outme was greater than any other of the 
moderns, because he brough^:o life an extraordinary sweetness of 
hature, a belief in the virtue of self-knowledge which in his case 
[ and in no other known to me was passionate, a peculiarly simple 
"kndxDriginaljgenius which no accumulation of dross can conceaJ|^nd 
a power whif:h I believe nobody will deny of attaching to himself as 
admirers the most diverse body of people that can be imagined. 
I have not met anybody who knew Lawrence who did not love 
him. 

Perhaps I have been lucky; for it is clear that Lawrence felt 
himself to be a very lonely man. Nor do I think he always showed 
.good judgment in the choice of those whose company he must have 
ehdured. He was largely cut off from the class from which he had 
come; literary people and amateurs of literature were his only 
friends. Common literary interests, in my view, provide a false 
basis foi true friendship; and I believe Lawrence Imew it. He did 
not want literary friends. Unfortimately, admirers were necessary to 
him; in particular, women admirers. He was in this difficulty, that 
he had exceptional intellectual powers, and yet detested intellef tual- 
ism. Though he quarrelled wiA many of the tenets of Christianity, 
ati 4 developed a kind of jealousy of Christ, he was more ntarly a 
Christian mystic than anythipg else. Therefore he hajJ no patience 



POST-FREUD 


with the Scientific obsession of so many intellectuals. He could be 
friendly with Bertrand Russell, but he was forced to tell Russell that 
a synopsis of some lectures which they were to give together was 
‘‘pernicious,” and while the acquaintance continued it was seen by 
both parties to be an impossible alliance. He astonishingly main¬ 
tained friendship with Middleton Murry (astonishingly, I mean, in 
view of their constant breaks), with whom he at one time seems to 
have felt himself so much a sort of soul-mate that only Murry can 
do justice to the relationship. But what he needed above all, and 
what he never found, even in Catherine Carswell, whom he liked and 
respected, was the perfection of understanding which could only 
have been given by a man of his own origins who, like himself, had 
genius. He was a giraffe among other animals (not only dogs, as he 
, thought), and had a giraffe’s high head as well as a giraffe’s shyness 
and disconcerting speed. Has a giraffe any retaliatory weapon? 
Lawrence had one. 

y What, actually, were his qualities and his defects? One has to 
^make up one’s own mind, I feel sure, as to these; for if one reads 
what those who knew Lawrence say one finds a hundred con¬ 
tradictions—Murry, Catherine Carswell, Huxley, David Garnett, 
all say different things about him. As a man, it seems that he would 
never be rude to anybody when face to face. He could destroy 
such a person in a tale; but he could not be impolite. This seems to 
me to be a remarkable trait in one so fearless in condemnation. Then, 
as one sees his letters thrown together, one realizes that he was 
affected by the wish to placate oynaintain the friendship of some for 
whom he felt qualified regard/One catches piercing criticisms of 
friends as well as of books; much kindness to individuals coupl^B' 
with scathing comments upon groups. iWas there a Cowardice in 
him? For he greatly disliked compromise: “I do like plain out¬ 
spokenness.” He would say very harsh things about his fellow- 
novelists, especially his seniors; but was oddly anxious to kmfj/ 
what they thought of him. What did James, Bennett, Forster, and 
others, think of “The Rainbow”? He ^d not care; and yet what did 
they think? All writers should admire him; and if they did not do 
homage they were no good. They were no good, anyway. He could 
not stand James Joyce; Mackenzie (“the dashing Monty”), who was 
very kind to Lawrence and had a share in bringing about a resump¬ 
tion of his novel-writing, though “I get on with” him, wa^ “a fool 
not to know (in 1914) that times are tqo serious to bother about his 
Sinister Street frippery”; even Aldous Huxley, praised in a letter on 
“Poipt Counter Point,” suffers later from a cool belittlement: “No, 
I don’t like his books: even if I admire a sort of desperate courage of 
• repulsion and repudiation in them. But again, I feel only half, a 
man writes tjjie books—a soft of precocious adolescent.” 
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The explanation lies in Lawrence’s feeling that he is an original 
genius, and the others for the most part fakes or imitators of the 
dead. He believes that in their hearts all other writers hate him‘and 
deny him. That faith in Lawrence is what his intense admirers 
experience. They are not critical; they believe. It is an extraordinary 
circumstance, and it prevents one who did not know him from 
criticizing the novels of Lawrence by any except special standards. 
He was a prophet. His novels, so full of lifeless passages, dull 
dialogue which when it is not urgently expressive of his own 
beliefs is no more than echo, and terribly monotonous use of words 
such as “dark” and “obscene,” are diarged with spiritual inti¬ 
mations. His beautifully simple “Fantasia of the Unconscious” 
(which should be read by all who still suppose him to be a wallower) 
is a gospel. Even “ Lady Chatt erley’s Lover,” which he says is 
symbolic, although iiPreads to~SEie uninstructed as the merest 
pornography, is a passionate plea for purity. To write of such a 
man as one would do of one of his contemporaries, and to say that 
his novels are “good” or “not so good,” is to go away from faith 
into blasphemy, and not to appraise with admired discriminating¬ 
ness. How impossible, then, to speak of the work apart from the 
man! 

Murry says that Lawrence was never an artist; Huxley says he 
was sen artist above all. They are using the word in different senses. 
What Murry means is that Lawrence had none of the Jacobean 
picture technique and subordination of the part of the whole; 
Huxley, that Lawrence is describable by no other word than “artist.” 

I agree with both. To Lawrence a novel was not a work of art, but 
"S’ new reading of life, an exhortation, a picture of soul-states. He 
wrote novels as poems, by a sort of spontaneous imaginative 
eilergy; and while he re-wrote some of them more than once it 
wsis never with the object of reducing them to lozenge-shape, only 
•vWth that of giving more emphatic form to his argument. I do not 
think he would ever have produced a book to plea se the technicians; 
nor do I think he shows a real talent for the creation of ( 3 iaracter, as 
•distinguished from the creation of mood and passion or the repro¬ 
duction of idiosyncrasies. Such creation of character for its own 
sake would have seemed to him artiffcial, a playing with serious 
thin gs, an abdication of moral purpose. I don’t agree with the view; 
but the^oint thus made against me “artistic’^ piovel is much more 
than an arguable one: it is cjncial. I cannot arghe it here, though I 
suggest an answer to Lawrence’s claim for his o\^n method may be 
found in work written in imitation of Lawrence. Bereft pf his 
passion, and composed by^oimg men and women\y?ho have never 
felt a stronger emotion than dislike, it is both tedioiis and ludicrous," 
a peppering of the commonplace with lurid verbs,,adverbs, and 
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adjectivcsjLawrence’s books were apocalyptic visions: unless one 
has such ^sions, a tamer and finer technique is quite a virtue. 

Jhst how excellent Lawrence^s visions were, time will show. 
They were produced by the impact upon an original genius of 
modern conditions and a particular crisis in the world’s affairs, 

I and the kind of society to which Lawrence was condeimied. That 
the momentary vision itself was vehement is undeniablc^o author 
has ever pictured a scene with comparable passioi^One cannot 
read such chapters as the ‘‘Water Party,” “Mino,” atid “Crime de 
Menthe” in “Women in Love” without realizing that the author is a 
great writer. But the books as wholes are lacking in momentum; 
intrinsically, apart from minors and superficial traits in the prin¬ 
cipals, all the characters are the same. All are torturers and self- 
torturersj absorbed in the foulnesses of hatred and disgust. At 
times, especially in such books as “The Rainbow” and “Women in 
Love,” Lawrence seems to be obsessed by the passion of gloating, 
malignant cruelty; and his people have thick, ugly darknesses of 
soul which cause them to become, not humans, but pagan and 
terrible creatures. His language in describing them is equally extrav¬ 
agant. The dictionary does not contain adjectives enough for him, 
and he falls back upon “obscene” for all purposes. He returns again 
/and again to the emotion of hatred, until the hatred his characters 
feel moves us no more than does the indifference of our neighteurs. 
With every strong word to describe strong feeling, he produces a 
loss of value in the word and the emotion. That he felt this hatred 
himself, and that he attributed it to others (unless he found them, aV 
I am s^e he found the intellectuals, bloodless and false), I do not 
doubt.frhat such vehemence is a true sign of strength if hard for 
one temperamentally indisposed to vehemence to adnj^I do not 
accept the Lawrentian psychology; if I were to pretendro do so-I 
should stultify my own experience, and as Lawrence said once: 
“Excuse me if I want to get out of the train.” He came from a poor, 
opinionated, and outspoken section of the community; and he 
entered a half-rich, opinionated, and intensely reserved sectipn of 
the community. He had to do this, for nowhere else could he find 
intellectual companionship; but he was never at home in it, as a 
hundred malicious portraits in his books testify. When he offered 
his soul, these people looked down their noses. No wonder he hated 
them. But they were not all the people, even in England. . 

Another fact is that, remaining poor, and having in fact no 
wish to have that agglomeration of goods and responsibilities which 
we c^l a home, he fived nomadically, and alvrays very much alone 
and at close quarters with Kis wife. His relations with her were an 
, -absorbing topicifor thought. When he was not in her company^ he 
^ was turning ^ver in his miAd what h^d happened between them. 
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what she felt and thought—it was so different from what he thought 
and felt,—how uncontrollable she was, how bent upon her own will, 
her own self, and so on. He had much time in which to think, feally 
to brood; and out of his intensities of feeling and thought he drew 
poems and generalizations and novels (or rather, scenes in novels) 
which were of a kind never previously attempted in English. There 
is a nakedness of honesty, as well as a fierceness of emotion, in his 
writing for which the reserved English were unprepared. Only those 
who in some degree shared his independence of mind were able to 
appreciate them; the curious were another matter, and at once 
collected him and his writings for their own diversion. Lawrence 
knew that: the knowledge explains some of his exasperation, his 
hatred for the admirers who were so necessary to him. He some¬ 
times hesitated about publication. But his simplicity was so great 
that he did not, for any consequences to himself, fear the results of 
disclosure. He returned over and over again to the same theme, with 
its inevitable variations; mother^ wife , self; 

‘^ultimately, she is all beyond me. 

She is all not-me, ultimately. 

It is that that one comes to. 

A curious agony, and a relief. . . . 

When she has put her hand on my secret, darkest sources, the darkest 
• outgoings, 

When it has struck home to her, like a death, ‘this is himT 
She has no part in it, no part whatever. 

It is the terrible other . . 

^ “What should I do if you were gone again 
• So soon? 

What should I look for? 

Where should I go? 

What should I be, I myself, 

‘r? 

What would it mean, this 

‘r?” 


The need for sincerity, for sincere explanation, for the dispelling 
of all non-comprehension, was ever urgent with him: “I do like 
plain outspokenness.” And his wife the only person in the world 
with whom he could thus speak plain and true: 

• 

“How quaveringly I depend on you, to keep me alive. 

Like a flame on a wick. 

Suppose you didn^t want mel I should sink down 
Like a light that has no sustenance.” 
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Is it any wonder that his work, though thought ranges wide, is at 
its best so intense and in general so monotonous? It was all from 
witlfln; given coherence and meaning by its relation to his own life. 
I think the growth of appreciation for Lawrence’s genius has come 
very much from an increase in knowledge of Lawrence himself. 
That seems to be so in Catherine Carswell’s case, although she 
always admired him; I myself, having read his Letters, which, like 
the ‘Tantasia of the Unconscious,” are the work of a man supremely 
sane and sure, have realized better than ever before Lawrence’s 
strong personal charm and clearness of thought. Many others 
must be in the same position. For his hatred and his flights and 
eager affections and disillusionments, his insistence upon John 
Thomas and Lady Jane, his mysticism and rcvivalistic summons to 
abandon the sense of sin, we may have fluctuating sympathy (in my 
case, none for hatred, pity for such magnificent ingenuousness as to 
intellectual friends, distaste for mysticism, but entire support for 
the abandonment of the sense of sin, which I have fortunately 
escaped); but for his genius warm admiration and for his character 
new esteem are the inevitable result of any dispassionate inquiry. 
I have said that I think "‘Lady Chatterley’s Lover” is ^prno- 
-grapfey* it was not intended as such, and there is no harm in its 
commoh little story or the silly use of common terms for copulation 
and the generative organs; but so far as it finds readers at all il will 
be on account of its aphrodisiac character. I do not think “The Rain¬ 
bow’^ pornography, but a great bad book, full of wonderful beauties 
and truths, beside which every other novel of its immediate agfe* 
seems timid, neat, and at least upon the verge of banality, if not over 
the verge. , ^ 

Lawrence’s appeal is really to the heart, and not tf> the head. 
For this reason “precocious adolescents” and unimaginative elders, 
desperately chewing the husks of physical science, cultivated and 
misunderstood him as a demi-god. They have continued to mis^ 
understand, but ceased to cultivate him, since a newer fashion arose. 
Meanwhile, since they could no longer believe in salvation qf the 
divine adequacy of Jesus Christ, and since they had to have faith in 
something or else fall into abject despair, they clutched at Lawrence 
as a new Messiah, and were as emotional about him as their own 
frigidity allowed. It was not as a writer that they valued him; but as a 
teacher: "‘Verily, verily, I say unto you . . .” They searcjjfied his 
work for meanings. “Very gnomic,” a^ Mr. Barbecue-Smith would 
say. 

Tljere was something pathetic and grotesque about all this, for 
so many of Lawrence’s disciples were men and women whom he 
•would Tiave run-tthousands of miles to avoid—from whom he jiid 
run thousand^of miles, only to find thaf, like God, they were every- 
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where. That is to say, the people who arouse distaste in such as myself 
roused furious horror in Lawrence. They were Lawrentian^. They 
chattered about ‘‘otherness” and “darlmess”; they were sefious 
about sex, and worried about it, finding Lawrence an advanced and 
esoteric Marie Stopes; they assumed Lawrence’s arrogance, which 
did not fit them; and they were consciously “free” and'at the same 
time self-analytical, which was as near as they could get to the 
; Lawrentian insistence upon candour. But they had no true con¬ 
nection with the Lawrentian idea. His cry was for innocence, for 
purity (“unless ye become as little children”), for a clear distinction 
between the sexes; theirs was for a different sophistication, a psy¬ 
chologized faith from which they could get what Americans call a 
“kick” no longer obtainable from Christianity. Either sophisticates 
or cranks were Lawrence’s followers; genuine Lawrentians are to 
be found only among those to whom much of Lawrence’s work is a 
tortured nightmare, a writhing, sweating struggle to express per¬ 
sonal truths and give them by the use of mystical terms a general 
applic^ion. The reputation of this author has declined since his 
death| As men and women have learned more about their own 
minds'tos remarkable pioneer work has fallen in importance; as the 
history of mankind has pursued its course his beliefs have been 
either absorbed or rejected, and even now, in the midst of a new 
aridity of culture and “first-class”-ness, no longer obtain loyalties. 
He was a product of his day, a portent, a noble-minded man of 
strong personality, a begetter of faith, a sort of latter-day Carlyle 
father than a latter-day Blake, as he has been called. In a hundred 
years or less he may, I think, be found a little fervid. He will be seen 
a poet, impressionis;:; not as a rival to Christ, and not as a 
great expert in the psycbe^ct there be no mistake, however; in a 
hundred year^he will prc^ably still be on the literary map, while 
most of his contemporaries will have sunk without trace from every 
2«cord of the Georgian age. 


V. James Joyce 

“My God, what a clumsy ol/a putrida James Joyce is! Nothing but old fags and 
cabbage-stumps of quotations from the Bible and the test, stewed in the juice of delib¬ 
erate, journalistic dirty-mindedness—^what old and hard-worked staleness, masquerad¬ 
ing as th^all-newT’ 

^ D, H. Lavrefue to Af. a/td A, 

I F Lawrence was unsophisticated, Joyce was the reverse^ One 
can trace his steady progress in sophistication from the close 
rie^istic studies contained in “Dubliners,” impressions mbstly ofi- 
squalid life in a city, through the quickened reminisrence of “For- ' 
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trait of the Artist as a Young Man,” to the extended and often very 
brilliant display of ^‘Ulysses” and the incomprehensible niusical and 
linguistic splendours of “Finnegan^s Wake.” Only hard-headed 
Irish poets and cosmopolitan Jews are as sophisticated as he, or 
could have written anything in such an idiom as ^‘Ulysses,” 

or its culminating obscurity, “Finnegan’s Wake.”f^cy are the 
, men, journalists, entrepreneurs^ and the like, who take a professionally 
\knowing view of everything that goes on in the world, turning like 
lightning from one subject to another, and summing each in an 
expert phrase which is like a password and which still leaves the 
soft world rolling unconsciously through eternit)^ 

They know the argot of every language, the dfJnks and bywords 
of every nation, the “shop” of every profession, the sewage of every 
fmind. They are without reverence, hard as stone, proud of their 
knowingness and exhibitionary of it, but at heart wearied to death 
i because they are without illusions. They automatically and pro¬ 
fessionally notice and remember for ever headlines and solecisms 
in newspapers, the cliches of barmaids, slips made by common, 
genteel, and ridiculous persons, smells, lingerie, betrayals of vul¬ 
garity, scandals about well-known persons, and the fau>: pas of in¬ 
genues. It is their business to notice and to know these things. It is a 
part of the professional training. At will, these men can run all their 
observations together in a never-ending patter of expert talk. Their 
note is a hard, bright cleverness, a knowingness regarding the baser 
aspects of humanity; but for the good and the pure, since they believe 
in neither, they can feel nothing but contempt. 

Joyce had some of the traits of the sophisticated journalist or 
^entrepreneur. Being an Irishman, he was poet, musician,/anatic, ai1& 
/ master of an inexhaustible pen. His knowledge of the, 1 ife of back 
[ streets, of saloons, the lewd thoughts of maidens, the doings at 
I Catholic seminaries in Ireland, of foul old men, and a thousand other 
disagreeable matters was extensive and peculiar. He could rise tC) 
dithyrambic heights; the base was known to him without mercy. 
He could lay his hand upon its heart and feel the very beat pf it. 
He could imaginatively enter it and be of it, so that the reader of what 
he wrote felt this to be at that moment the whole of life. And as he 
progressed in sophistication he also progressed in his own quite 
special technique, which became more and more a mass of punning, 
allusive, erudite legerdemain, incomprehensible to all except those 
who pride themselves upon their Irishnjss of birth or understanding, 
'fic carried a kind of literary post-impressionism farther than any 
plan Jjiad previously done—farther than any other writer except 
Gertrude Stein, who was much his inferior. Sometimes he wrote in a 
-ceties &f jotted shorthand notes; spmetimes as if he overheard jnd 
recorded a dialogue betweeif strangers; sometimes in wild fantasy; 
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sometimes in a jumble of disconnected thoughts. The jumble is his 
mainstay in some of the best passages in “Ulysses.” - 

“Might manage a sketch. By Mr. and Mrs. L. M. Bloom. Invent a 
story for some proverb which? Time I used to try jotting down on 
my cuff what she said dressing. Dislike dressing together. Nicked 
myself shaving. Biting her nether lip, hooking the placket of her 
skirt. Timing her. 9.15. Did Roberts pay you yet? 9.20. What had 
Greta Conroy on? 9.23. What possessed me to buy this comb? 9.24. 
I’m swelled after that cabbage. A speck of dust on the patent leather 
of her boot. 

“Rubbing smartly in turn each welt against her stocking calf. 
Morning after the bazaar dance when May’s band played Ponchielli’s 
dance of the hours. Explain that morning hours, noon, then evening 
coming on, then night hours. Washing her teeth. That was the first 
night. Her head dancing. Her fansticks clicking. Is that Boylan well 
off? He has money. Why? I noticed he had a good smell off his breath 
dancing. No use humming then. Allude to it. Strange kind of music 
that last night. The mirror was in shadow. She rubbed her handglass 
briskly on her woollen vest against her full wagging bub. Peering 
into it. Lines in her eyes. It wouldn’t pan out somehow. 

“Evening hours, girls in grey gauze. Night hours then black with 
daggers and eyemasks. Poetical idea pink, then golden, then grey, 
then black. Still true to life also. Day, then the night.” 

Now to a quick mind, self-observant, ready to catch notes and 
take them, to sight contradictions in mood and response, and to 
'iffxplore memory, the concoction of such a jumble is not difficult. 
The method is familiar enough in scraps of impressionist fiction. 
What gave,Joyce’s jumble its peculiar merit was his .wit* and the 
frequent malicious precision of his exposure, which went deeper 
into soliloquy than the work of any other writer. He had an extra¬ 
ordinary ear for words (he was a singer, and well understood the art 
phrasing and enunciation), and an intricate.mind of which the 
sensitiveness jumped out like flame to kindle significant associations. 
He t^ad a strong taste for Irish slang and idiom (that was a chief 
obstacle to understanding for those who had not the Irish voice and 
vocabulary), a memory abnormally long and exact, and a range of 
reading to which Stephen Dedalus’s mother once objected, as she 
' did to his “queer mind.” He had not, I think, a truly creative imagi¬ 
nation, abnormal cleverness, in which he took a virtuoso’s 
delight. Those words of La^wrence’s which I have quoted put the 
matter over-strongly. Though they arc so amusing, they represent 
the puritan’s point of view. But they have a penetration natyral to 
Lawrence’s literary criticism. Lawrence', though it was his way to see 
the^ defects of other authors, rather than their qialities, nade noi 
mistake in the nature of thp defects, ^and in a pnray summed up 
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what most of us would take pages to express, even if, at the end of 
them. We reached the same conclusion. 

J^ce was born in Dublin in 1882, and was educated at Catholic 
colleges and the Royal University, Dublin. He lived for most of his 
manhood in various Continental cities, Vienna, Trieste, Zurich, and 
Paris, giving lessons in the English language, translating, and it is 
possible, though of this I am not sure, doing some journalistic 
work. In person he was fairly tall, some five feet nine and a half, but 
so slim that he seemed taller. He was dark, his hair dark brown, his 
beard a lighter brown; and his eyes, with which he had great trouble 
all his life, almost to the point of complete blindness, were blue. 
His manner was quiet and his tongue, when moved by arrogance, 
deadly; he would sometimes, to please a host, spend an entire 
evening at the piano, singing and playing old Irish airs in a beauti¬ 
ful tenor voice; but at other times was wholly silent, though never 
farouche. And he worked slowly and with absorbed deliberation; for 
those odd phrases, which seem to us to be such rapid shorthand, often 
took long to compose, so packed were they with meanings, over¬ 
meanings, under-meanings, hints to the learned, cheek, and the 
subleties of every language he knew. 

These merits, however, are the merits of virtuosity. Joyce’s 
work has quite other merits. Nobody ever presented the thoughts of 
' a vulgar woman such as Mrs. Bloom with such terrible convincing- 
\ness. They have the air of being complete and unerring. In a lesser 
degree, the thoughts of a cheap girl, earlier in the book, a girl who 
leans back and shows her knickers for the sake of exciting a stranger,*' 
have amusing and edifying precision. There is a wild scene of great 
length and orgiastic obscenity which shows Joyce to h^ve been ir 
master of extravagant invention. It is also packed wijii brilliant 
mimicry; mimicry and impersonation. If mimicry and impersonation 
made great literature, “Ulysses” would be a great book. It is, I 
think, a great Irish performance, which in a hundred years’ time^ 
will have for connoisseurs of literature an interest comparable to 
that of “Euphues.” , 
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EDGAR WALLACE AND OTHERS 

i 

t‘The aft of self-tormenting is an ancient one, with a long and honourable literary 
traokion. Man, not satisfied with the mental confusion and unhappiness to be derived 
from contemplating the cruelties of life and the riddle qf the universe, delights to 
occupy his leisure moments with pu22les and bugaboos.”) 

Dorothy L. Sayers: Preface to Great Short Stories of Detection^ Mystery and Horror. 

W HILE the idealisms and disillusions of the First World War 
charged the newer poetry with a mixture of horror and 
flippancy, and while psycho-analysis and metaphysics drew 
a number of novelists into abnormal paths, and pacificism into 
the considered defence of weakness, other influences affected 
public taste and produced a demand for entirely different in¬ 
genuities. There was, in the years immediately following the War, 
an intense desire for easy reading. That the easy reading should have 
beeq subtilized and sophisticated, until what was easy became com¬ 
plicated and difficult, was but a sign of the times: the first call, and 
the first effort, were both simple enough. 

• Those learned in the matter have demonstrated that tales of 
crime and detection were written by early scribes. They track 
tbpm to the Apocrypha, in the tale of Susanna and the Elders, and to 
Herodotus “ The most simple-minded of them demonstrate that 
Voltaire, in “Zadig,” had the whole matter of logical deduction from 
clues at his command. But whether in fact he was anticipated by the 
ancients or by Voltaire, it is quite clear that Edgar Allan Poe in¬ 
vented for himself the formula later so successfully used by Conan 
Doyle; and that most subsequent stories devoted to the detection of 
crim'e have been variants or avoidances of the Poe-Doyle method. 
^Interest in the crime itself gives place in such stories to interest in 
■^e conduct of those who investigate the crime, or rather (since that 
loose definition would apply equally well to Gaboriau) to interest in 
the acute reasoning by which these investigators convert otherwise 
insignificant pointers into conclusive proofs of guilt or innocence.'' 
That the reasoning, for the'greater part of the tde, is as mysterious 
as the crime itself matters nothing. When Sherlock Holmes found 
the wax vesta at the scene of John Siraker’s death, the Insfpector, 
annoyed, exclaimed; “I cannot think how I camg to overlook it*^ 
to'which Holmes rejoined: “It was invisible, buried in the mud.T 

J56 
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only saw it because I was looking for it.” And again, in the same 
story, a favourite with lovers of Holmes (“Silver Blaze”); when the 
Inspector says to Holmes: “Is there any other point to which you 
would wish to draw my attention?” Holmes answers: “To the 
curious incident of the dog in the night-time.” “The dog did noth¬ 
ing in the night-time.” “That was the curious incident.” 

Just how much these early tales by Conan Doyle owed to the 
fact that Sherlock Holmes was a character will never be known. 
He was so great a character that he trembled upon the borders of 
farce—^never over them, of course: I speak as a Fan. His vanity, his 
eccentricities, his nettling rebukes to Watson, all made him, much 
to his creator’s annoyance (for Doyle thought he had better books, 
more sober, laboured books, to his credit than the Holmes tales), a 
character in the full tradition of the Victorian novelists. He stands 
for all time as a warning to those who think the way to produce 
immortal literature is to take oneself very seriously. 

{Imitators perhaps invented better mysteries for their detectives 
to unravel, as indeed it was their duty to do^ut none of them in¬ 
vented a Sherlock Holmes. But what Doyle had done caused a rush 
of imitations. Most of them are forgotten, or would be forgotten if 
the inter-war spiritual drouth had not already produced for de¬ 
tective stories (as for other writings) a host of Dryasdusts, scholars, 
and (ghastly, deadening accompaniments to the capture of Jjtera- 
ture by the uncreative) fixed canons. Because of these scholars 
certain phosphorescent corpses of old mystery have been propped 
up, post-mortemed, and bottled and labelled for ever. And because* 
of these scholars, a definite view has been adopted regarding what 
does ordoes not make one kind of book superior to another kindi^f 
book.frhe detective mystery story has been given a certificate of 
quality; the story which has a long tradition, the story in whicji 
crime plays its part as a leading intere^, and in which criminals are 
shown in action, is reduced to the ranks^s E. M. Wrong says, “The 
crime story has on the whole been a ‘milure as compared with the 
tale of detection. ... In fact the tale of crime is best seen from the 
detective’s angle.” * 

I wonder if Wrong is right? I wonder whether this canon does ’ 
not merely represent the cultivated point of view?Of one has been 
elaborately educated, so that one’s brains must oe given some 
problem to chew, any naivet6 will seem jejune, and one will despise 
very readily whatever does not supply this necessary fuel^But I 
think it is fallacious to assume that a* highly cultivated mind is a 
truly critical mind.frhe cultivated mind brings to a consideration of 
art a s’ystem of law^ and principles acquired with pains and perhaps 
yith devotion. E^ut the application of acquired principles to particu¬ 
lar books and kinds of books is as arbitrary as the purely instindiVe 
. • Y 
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judgment of the less cultivate^! personally prefer the detective 
story to the sto^ of crime. ButJme modern worship of ratiocination 
may be a fault Jf h 

frhe crime story has not failed to interest others^cholars have 
given many years to the study of Dickens’s incomplete “Mystery of 
Edwin Drood,” begun when the Master, in Gissing’s terrible words, 
“casting about him for a new story, saw murder at the end of every 
vista.” Oliver Onions’s short novel, “In Accordance with the 
Evidence,” is more important to its readers than many detective 
stories, although the commission of an undiscovered crime is its 
central interest. The adventurous histories of John Buchan and 
others of his type may be as engrossing, and certainly as imaginative, 
as the majority of detective stories. Dostoevsky’s “Crime and 
Punishment” is without doubt a greater book than Gaboriau’s 
“Crime of Orcival.” It may be that the mind which requires a 
problem is not necessarily superior to the gullible mind, but only 
one that prefers pencil-and-paper games to pure sport. 

The gullible bought or otherwise acquired in the year 1905 
38,000 copies of a short, vigorous, and highly sensational novel 
about the conscientious removal of a wicked Cabinet Minister. The 
book was called “The Four Just Men,” and the public read “The 
Four Just Men” for much the same reason as that which had led 
then\ to read “The Woman in White,” “The Mystery of a Hansom 
Cab,” “Called Back,” “Lady Audley’s Secret,” and “Lost Sir 
Massingberd.” It told a thrilling story, in which time, troubles, and 
tedium were annihilated. The author’s name was unfamiliar to 


readers of novels, and it remained so, apart from this one book, for 
a^cpace. But later, after the First World War ended, news began to 
creep about of this book and that by a single writer, and it was found 
that he had produced a number of such books; and then, as the 
demand for them grew, more and more books came tumbling out 
with his name on the title-page, so that one name was known to all 
who read books, from Pall Mall to Penzance and from Chester to 
Chicago, and Berlin to Budapest and Buenos Aires. 

In England, formerly, two men had held the throne of popu¬ 
larity with masses of their fellow-countrymen. One was Nat Gould, 
whose racing novels were said to have sold two million copies; the 
other was Charles Garvice, whose novelettes, contributed as serial 
stories to a women’s paper, and republished by himself, swept the 
land. VC^e had had startling successes, such as those of Hall Caine and 
Marie Corelli, and latterly l^thel M. Dell and Florence Barclay. Wc 
had had our conjunctions of quality and popularity, such as Wells. 
But there had not previously been quife such universal reading of a 
suigle author as occurred in the case of Edgafi Wallace'-'in th^ 
years immediately following the First World War. 
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ii. Edgar Wallace 

shall be broke again and rich again; but broke or rich, I shall, if the Lord keeps me 
in good health, be grateful and happy for every new experience, for every novel aspect 
which the slow-moving circle of life presents to me. I have made many big friends and 
provoked a few little enmities, which will clear up some day. And I am here! News- 
paper-boy, cabin-boy, soldier, journalist, writer—what next? Whatever it is. I’ll bet it 
is interesting.” 

EJgar Wallace: People. 

E dgar Wallace, born in 1875, was the son of an actress who 
abandoned him; and at the age of nine days he was adopted by a 
Billingsgate fish porter. When he was very small, much against the 
wish and without the knowledge of his adoptive mother, he began to 
sell newspapers at a pitch near Ludgate Circus at the bottom of 
Fleet Street. He then took a number of jobs in factories, which he 
did not keep, had a single voyage at sea, and joined the Army. While 
in the Army he wrote a comic song which was bought by Arthur 
Roberts, and composed a number of doggerel verses; and when his 
regiment was sent to South Africa he formed by degrees so per¬ 
sistent a journalistic connection that he got into trouble with superior 
officers, was persuaded to buy his discharge, and set up in Cape 
Town as a journalist. When the Boer War began he acted as corres¬ 
pondent, at first for Reuters, and then, through an accident, diiiectly 
for London newspapers; and he was the first to transmit to England 
news that Peace was signed. When he eventually left South Africa 
for home he acted as reporter for The Daily Mail, was for a brief* 
time editor of the London Evening Nem, and as a special corres¬ 
pondent for a year or two knocked about all over Eurejpe. 

While all this was happening to Wallace he publi^ed several 
books of verses—most of them admittedly written in imitation of 
Kipling, who was his idol. And in 1905, as I have said, he wrote 
and personally published from a room in Temple Chambers “The 
Four Just Men,” upon which he lost money. He also published at 
least one other book, the author of which was a Durham scjjool- 
mastcr named Ian Hay Beith. But publishing and the writing of 
stories were both unremunerative; and as that was the time of E. D. 
Morel’s denunciation of atrocities on the Belgian Congo Wallace 
returned to Africa to investigate matters on behalf of The Daily 
Mail His experiences on the Congo gave him a new theipe; and 
although the literary world did not realize the fact until long after¬ 
wards he began his first successful fiction-writing with a series of 
stories which had the Congo as a background. “Sanders of the 
River,^ “People of the Rive^” “Bosambo of the River” were all in 
this veih. He now had at his command first-hand cxpc'ricncc of 
life of London’s respectable* poor (with sidelights on those less 
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respectable which arose from the police-bashing habits of his step¬ 
brothers), Army life, War, South African life and politics. Journal¬ 
ism, the Congo; he had taught himself with a good deal of labour 
how to write with a fair semblance of grammatical accuracy; he was 
adventurous; and when the First World War came, as he was too old 
for military service, he wrote from home, for The Birmmgham Daily 
Posfy articles commenting on the progress of operations, and a 
number of very popular short stories for an American magazine 
about a Scottish mechanic and airman known as “Tam o’ the 
Scouts.” After the War he settled to the writing of sensational 
stories, serials, detective mysteries, and the like; and then indeed his 
sucxess verged upon the incredible. 

frhe time was propitious, because men and women were crying 
for distraction from the misery, disgust, and boredom which the 
War and the Peace had produced. Most people were weary; they 
were in no mood as yet to adore those later loves, emdition and 
ingenuity; they wanted a writer who could tell a story,\nd whose 
invention was equal to the task of keeping them ag^ for three 
hundred pages. Smack, crash, bang: “For a second only the old man 
stared spellbound, and then his pistol jerked up and he fired twice.” 
Wallace was their man. He says in his really excellent autobiography, 
“People,” speaking of an earlier time: 

c 

“I had learnt the habit of early rising and early working, and always 

I worked at top speed,” 

«c 

He worked at top speed. He could deliver the goods. More; his 
iffirention was inexhaustible, and he could and did—without the 
smallest help from a “ghost”—supply with gusto what everybody 
was waiting for. In that period, and for that period, he became the 
best-known writer in the world. 

Edgar Wallace’s appearance is known to all through many 
photographs in which his long cigarette-holder always protrudes 
froHLR pair of thin lips set in a mask-like white face. A plump face, 
the flesh about the eyes slightly swollen and the eyes themselves 
cold and steady; the face of a card-player of perfect nerve. He was a 
man of good size, but not above middle height. His head was clear; 
he was modest but self-assured, a good public speaker, a fluent 
talker a^d tale-teller. He knew what he knew^ and never went 
outside that knowledge in Ws talk and writing At is a remarkable 
fact that the success of his tales owed nothing whatever to salacious¬ 
ness or suggestiveness, and that his conversation was entirejy free 
from any of the prevailing coarseness to be found in more intellec¬ 
tually ambitious circles^e drank little, if at all, exetpt a greaf deal ofr 
tea. He worked and gabled, worked" and gambled,/rom morning 
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to night. He was typical of the respectable podr of England; and was 
only uhlike them in the fact that he had a highly remunerative talent, 
of vfhich he made full use to the last days of his life. 

It is true that the most successful novels he wrote were of a 
disconnectedly sensational kind, and that he never was an artist 
or a polished litterateur. It is also true that some of his books are bad 
books, and that the best of them do not bear re-reading. But the 
qualities which were in the man are in the books. He knew the 
criminal world better than most of his rivals; he knew the racing 
world (but apparently not the horses, for he was a poor tipster) to the 
extent that he could make it an effective background for fiction and 
drama. And his aim was the continuous excitement and entertain¬ 
ment of his readers, in which aim he was successful. As an ever- 
afterwards-quoted reviewer once said: “It is impossible not to be 
thrilled by Edgar Wallace.” There were times—now past^when 
nobody but Edgar Wallace could supply just that unsuggestive, 
plain diet of crime that a world in lassitude needed as tonic or 
anodyne. Wallace was superlatively honest. He did not bother about 
readers who might prefer Flaubert (and of course, being a wise man, 
he did not decry Flaubert); but followed his own bent and did his 
work as a craftsman. He was distinctly a figure in the Georgian 
literary scene. 

• 

iii. Dorothy L, Sayers 

rThe mental features discoursed of as the analytical arc, in themselves, but litfle 
susceptible of analysis. We appreciate them only in their e&cts. We know of them, 
among other things, that they are always to their possessor, when inordinately possessed, 
a source of the liveliest enjoyment. As the strong man C3cults in his ph^isical ability,^e- 
lighting in such exercises as call his muscles into action, so glories thv analyst in that 
moral activity which ciisenfafig/esJHc derives pleasure from even the m*ost trivial ocoi- 
pations bringing his talent into^lay.” 

E. A. "Poe: The I^iurders in the Rm Morgue. 

% 

T he inevitable invidiousness of such a book as this leads me to 
omit reference to many excellent writers of tales of crinjp and 
tales of the detection of crime. If I were seriously to attempt an^ 
exhaustive study of each school of writers in every genre my task 
would be unending, and each chapter in this book would be a 
book in itself. So just as I have taken Edgar Wallace as something 
more than himself, as in fact the archetype of his kind of jvriter, I 
shall skip all sorts of interesting con^osers of detective novels— 
from E. C. Bentley and A. E. W. Mason to Agatha Christie and 
Margery Allingham, and from Ronald Knox to Crofts and the Coles, 
for the sake of reaching one who represents the farfhest point yet 
4 aeachefl in the development of detective stories towards complete 
sophistication^ The contrast‘between pdgar Wallace and Dorothy 
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Sayers is as the contrast between a walk in Chicago and an inquest 
at Oxford. In the first one is still alive, but apprehensive; in the 
second apprehension is past but one has become extremely in¬ 
teresting only as a specimen. The coroner talks a good deal, from 
A to Z. 

It is not surprising that Dorothy Sayers should be erudite; for 
she graduated at Oxford University round about the end of the First 
World War period. In those days she was less sophisticated than she 
now is; and after beginning cheerfully enough in 1916 with a 
diminutive collection of poems called “Op. I” she became graver 
two years later with a second volume entitled “Catholic Tales and 
Christian Songs.” These little prepared their readers for a later em¬ 
barkation into a sea of crime. And yet within half a dozen years 
“Whose Body?” revealed an addition to the ranks of those who ask 
such disagreeable questions and proceed to deliver the answers at 
length. 

From the first, Dorothy Sayers insisted upon being humorously 
informative. She has that inconvenient readiness of comment which 
flows from a mind lively and in good order. She knows a great 
many things which ordinarily would not find a place in the tale of 
crime and its detection; she has a number of opinions, also, which 
no respect for the wooden tradition of Dick Donovan and his peers 
can qause her to repress. From her mental encyclopaedia, accordingly, 
come all these richly spiced thoughts and views; and all in turn are 
stirred into the mystery, or mysteries, until one really feels as if 
‘Aldous Huxley himself had taken to lethal weapons. Dorothy 
Sayers decorates the corpse with jovial detail; she then produces 
q^ite a doz^n persons whom, as it is shown with Socratic cunning, 
one must s-aspect of committing the crime. These persons are all 
exceedingly tortuous in character and movement upon essential 
days; and they have peculiar occupations or hobbies which need to 
be explored and dilated upon. She is a mistress of complications, a 
perfect fisherwoman of red herrings; and complications and herrings 
are oJ[ Brobdingnagian size and detail. When, as sometimes happens. 
Lord Peter Wimsey views the body and illustrates his love of in¬ 
cunabula, wines, and haberdashery, everything assumes so facetious 
and fantastic a turn that from being a light diversion the detective 
mystery novel becomes what has been described to me as “deep.” 
It becoqies, that is, very intricate, and for adult intellects only. 

This is because the scholastic or scholarly mind is never content 
with the simple. For Dorotliy Sayers, the plots of Doyle are thin; 
she knows all about Aristotle and his unities and E. M. Forster and 
his dislike of “story.” And as she findS the Aristotelian unities well 
ob|ervable in the modern detective story it is clear that in spife of hfij; 
admission that the detective story miy never hopejto rise to the 
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extremest heights of art she can approve as' well as write tales in 
which form is of more significance than emotion. On the subject of 
the tietective story she is a scholar facile princeps. Her preface to the 
collection she first made of “Great Short Stories of Detection, 
Mystery, and Horror” is the best and most authoritative survey of 
the whole ground yet written. And her novels are increasingly and 
impressively the work of a scholar to whom every formula and 
every possible deviation from formula is already a sentence in single 
syllables. Can one who has passed the sixth standard be content with 
child’s play? 

If I dwell for a moment longer, as I fear I must, upon the weak¬ 
ness of too much scholarship in the arts, it is because I think scholar¬ 
ship is nowadays excessively valued as a necessary preliminary to 
creative- writing. Much as I admire Dorothy Sayers, it is my sus¬ 
picion that she has led the detective story into dust. She writes with 
distinction; she invents with ingenuity. But in the same way that 
modern composers consciously and deliberately serve out music 
representing the acme of musical scholarship and little else, she, it 
seems to me (like equally accomplished workers in other literary 
fields), by her very virtuosity is killing the thing she has loved. To 
write according to the Aristotelian formula, or according to any 
formula, is to give oneself lockjaw. 



, Chapter Sixteen 
INTER-WAR PESSIMISM 


ALDOUS HUXLEY, NOEL COWARD, RICHARD ALDINGTON, 
WYNDHAM LEWIS 

i 

I HAVE shown in previous chapters how, during the First World 
War, the imaginations of the young poets soured as the result of 
their experience, and how the intellectual protesters against the 
futility of war gradually came to have a voice in the popular ear, 
and how, when men and women at home were severely tried, they 
escaped as they could by means of a different kind of violence from 
that of which they had been reading for four years in their news¬ 
papers. I must now mention certain writers whose literary reputa¬ 
tion is almost wholly inter-War, and whose wo^k is a direct outcome 
of the mood of dissatisfaction, even despair, by which honest and 
thoughtful young people were seized as they saw the consequences 
of four years of slaughter. 

I have chosen four writers who represent different and 
highly significant aspects of the inter-War literary movement. They 
hive not escaped other literary influences, of course; but they take 
views of life which were not apparent in the generation which was 
young in 19^4. The young of 1914, however false their expectation 
may have b^en, could contemplate a stable future. Nevertheless, 
Lawrence was young in 1914; Joyce was young in 1914; and Gilbert 
Cannan, who, more than any other of his immediate contemporaries, 
^ad what might be called an inter-War mind, was young in 1914. 
Tou could not print, in those days, what you can print now; but 
you qpuld say the same things in a different wayN You could not 
speak in so many words of Homosexuality anePTesbianism, the 
(Edipus Complex or casual fornication; but you were not pre¬ 
vented from the portrayal of abnormal people, and if there had to be 
greater discretion in language I am not sure that pome feeble little 
books 'vjhich seemed bold by their use of vulgar words have after 
all done a tremendous deal for literaturejl say nothing of that new 
freedom between the sexes of which wcAised to read in the news¬ 
papers; that is only a further stage in self-consciousness. ^ 

But as I have used the word ‘‘self-consciousness” it is time 
thaf I should explain in what way the inter-War writers differdd from 
the pre-First World War wfiters. It >Xras in one of ^s more note- 
• 344 ' • 
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worthy aspects by painfully increased self-consciousness. We were 
all so self-conscious that some were paralysed in their ammal spirits 
and* some carried Narcissism to a point at which it became an ex¬ 
travagance./Half our writers were defending themselves against 
disapproval^of their abnormality; and half were making self- 
conscious fun of the self-consciousness of other 4 (or of their abnor¬ 
mality). Nearly all were showing-off. / 

They felt that (the world was a revolting place, and a hopeless 
placel They wanted to do as Omar Khayyam wanted to do so 
long/ago, shatter it to bits and remould it nearer to the heart’s 
desire. They were nearly all politicians. Some of them thought 
writers had no business to sit down and write simply of irrational 
human beings; that they ought to struggle for something, no 
matter Vhat, even if it be only Peace or War, a new currency or 
sterilization of the unfit. Others that writers should mercilessly 
criticize and condemn the old, or the young, orthodox or un¬ 
orthodox economics, or graft or political intrigue. And if there 
were some whose ways, moral or immoral, did not please the 
majority, so that they were said to be diseased or criminal, they felt 
themselves to be personally involved in all condemnations of the 
age, and they, too, rose up into defensive polemics and assertion. 
‘Tm right, and you’re wrong.” “Punish, persecute, destroy.” 
“Why shouldn’t we be abnormal, if we want to? Instead of bullying 
us, you should realize that we’re different. Not only different, but 
bet ter As in the international sphere, so in the literary there were 
everywhere hostility, pretensions, threats, fear, and misery. The 
air was full of spiteful criticism and bad words. 

With some justification, but not the justification ,of art. S»me 
said (following the lead of the Soviet government) ^hat there can 
be no art which is not propagandist. They said we must choose 
to be either for Communism or for Fascism; never above party, 
never for disinterested truth. Others, contemplating our frantic 
anthill, knowing that the universe is finite and moving unrescuably 
towards its end, knowing that every phenomenon is reducible to 
statistics and scientific laws, seeing around them only the dis¬ 
heartening manifestations of corruption, a furious paroxysm 
of nullity, were appalled by realization of the littleness of man. ITiey 
were the idealists, bereft of hope./Man was no more man; only a 
bundle of atoms, strutting, mouthing, functioning, one o^ so many 
thousand millions of his kind, an insect with no God to guide, no 
heaven to promise. Nothing was of any importance; what we were 
we l^d been for ages and should be until the earth ceased to be able 
to s^port life. There was no virtue in u^ 

» Inere were«quacks and egotists, the former with nostrum^ and 
the latter wijji grievances. haven’t, had a fair deal from Society. 
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Damn Society!” “Everybodymad; but I’m sane.” ‘‘Look out! 
The bogeys will get you!” “Ladies and gentlemen, if you will only 
buy this little pill, it will transport you to better trade or better 
morals or better art. But if you don’t buy it, you’re doomed.” 
“We’re all doomed; everybody’s against me, and always has been, 
and always will be. They don’t like my face; they’re brutes, cads, 
bitches . . Lawrence thought there was too much tolerance in the 
world; he wanted to destroy tolerance, because he believed that it 
was softness and the enemy of light. But he justifiably complained 
of intolerance towards himself; intolerance rising to what seemed 
like persecution. His successors, who had not Lawrence’s genius, 
complained before anything had happened to them, and were so 
intolerant of each other that the literary world was full of faction. 
It was a kind of hysteria, perhaps. Their cries filled their polemics; 
they wrote, they said, from the standpoint of genius; genius had 
always been persecuted; and so, just as Captain Hook made his 
dying speech when he had an opportunity, in case the moment of 
death should give him no opening for it, they retorted upon per¬ 
secutors who really had been quite innocently wondering what 
they would have for dinner that day and had no other mischief in 
mind at all. 

No wonder the pessimists, looking upon this scene, and deafened 
by th^ row, the tub-thumping and the squeals, were depressed. 
They shuddered again at one more illustration of the increasing 
vulgarity of life; they criticized yet more stringently. They were 
used to hypocrisy and stupidity in the mass of people (of whom 
they knew little, and wanted to know nothing at all); but to find 
noica and rottenness even in men who were supposedly of some 
intellect wasta fresh horror to them, and one they could ill endure. 
They could only endure it if they had a power seldom found in 
company with pessimism or with intellectual prowess—the power 
ofi tumultuous laughter. And with that laughter they could ridicule 
as they groaned. Said Elizabeth Bennet, in “Pride and Prejudice”: “I 
hope I^never ridicule what is wise and good. Follies and nonsense, 
whims and inconsistencies, do divert me, I own, and I laugh at 
them whenever I can.” Apart from the fact that he has grave doubts 
as to whether there are such things as wisdom and goodness, 
Aldous Huxley could echo Elizabeth’s wordsi He is the one con¬ 
siderable ^mtellectual of his generation who ha^ great heart and a 
great humour, who is as fastidious as a maiden aunt, as bawdy as a 
highbrow, and as unaffected in his amusement as a common manj 
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"He handed Burlap the drawing. It was in ink touched with coloured washes, ex¬ 
traordinarily brilliant and lively. Curving in a magnificently sweeping S, a grotesque 
procession of monsters marched diagonally down and across the paper. Dinosaurs, 
pterodactyls, titanotheriums, ichthyosauruses walked, swam, or flew at the tail of the 
procession; the van was composed of human monsters, huge-headed creatures, without 
limbs or bodies, creeping slug-like on vaguely slimy extensions of chin and neck. The 
faces were mostly those of eminent contemporaries.” 

Aldous Huxley: Point Counter Point, 

L ike other celebrated and less celebrated writers of the day, 
Huxley, who was born in 1894, published poetry as his first 
step towards self-expression. He was a contributor to “Wheels”, 
the Sitwell rival to “Georgian Poetry”, published a book of verses 
of his own, “The Burning Wheel” in 1916, and in 1917 was one of 
the editors of an annual called “Oxford Poetry”. Unlike some of 
the others, he has in spite of everything else remained a poet. He 
is now a poet in revolt against the planned scientific world of the 
future; and accordingly he has been read and condemned as the 
author of a book about bottled babies and other abominations. 
Such condemnation is not new to Huxley; it has helped him to a 
wider public than that enjoyed by any other writer of similar 
intellectual preoccupation, but it is regrettable. • 

Aldous Huxley is the grandson of Thomas Henry Huxley (to 
whom, according to H. G. Wells, who was T. H. Huxley’s pupil, 
he has a facial resemblance), and on his mother’s side is of the 
family of Thomas Arnold, the famous headmaster of Rugby. 
Schoolmasters, scientists, poets, and novelists Humphry 

Ward was Huxley’s aunt) have been among the not^le assembly 
of his relations; if one were to picture them as fairy godfathers and 
godmothers, gathered about his bed in 1894, one could trace in his 
character a benevolent gift from each. He set out thereafter upihn 
a road full of distinguished fingerposts, all pointing to fame by 
way of the intellect and the pen. It must be a blessing, but a dgubtful 
blessing, to have such famous relations; pleasant to think “my aunt”, 
or “my grandfather”, difficult, nevertheless, to ignore a certain 
imperiousness in the fingerposts. 

However, although it is true that few great poets have been 
more assailed of late than Matthew Arnold, who is of l^s family, 
Huxley is not to be envied or commiserated with over his heredity. 
He is more properly to be discussed on account of his own per- 
forn^nce. And first of all, I must say for those who are interested 
in such things (I have been encouraged all thrqjigh this book 
adH notes on personal appearance and traits by reading^that 
such details ^^ould be in\^Iuable tg writers of biographies for 
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the D.N.B.) that he is the tallest English author known to me. 
He is so tail (and thin, so that he seems to stretch to infinity) that 
when, years ago, he liyed in Hampstead, ribald little boys in Vhat 
neighbourhood used to call out to him: “Cole up there, guv’nor?” 
Naturally this great height has given some of those who encountered 
him the impression that he lives remote from the world, wrapped 
in distant hauteur. That is not the case. Expecting conscious superi¬ 
ority in him, casual observers have recorded an excessively lofty 
manner; whereas the truth is that Huxley converses easily, and is 
full of gleeful high spirits. He uses long words, because he thinks 
in long words; and not because he is aware that they are long words. 
The words he uses most often in conversation (or at least in nar¬ 
rative) are “fantastic” and “incredible”. They are appropriate 
words; for the narratives, made credible by his skill, are more 
fantastic than anything he has written, and they are also true. He 
has a happy knack of meeting odd people and seeing odd sights; 
and while this does not mean that he is himself odd it does mean 
that he is prepared for every oddity. 

As a boy, Huxley suffered greatly in the matter of his eyesight, 
which it was feared that he would altogether lose. He spent many 
days alone, in a dark room, unable to read, imable to see: the 
introspective results of that time are plainly to be found in the 
ncrvovis gravity—^he does not like the word “morbidity”—of his 
work. But the fear passed; though it would never be normal, his 
sight was saved, and he now enjoys it. He was able to go to Oxford, 
At Oxford he published some poems, as I have said; and when he 
came down he found work on The Athenaum^ under Middleton 
Murry’s editorship. Over the name “Autolycus” he contributed a 
regular essa)^ to The Athenaum (a number of these essays are to be 
found in the*volume entitled “On the Margin”), and subsequently 
he collected several stories in a volume, called “Limbo”, which 
provided an auspicious opening to his literary career. 

After “Limbo” was published Huxley used to speak of a 
“Peacockian novel” which he was writing, and I mention this 
fact, otherwise nowhere noted, because it is so interesting to 
'reali2e that his impulse towards fiction came from a scholar-satirist, 
Thomas Love Peacock, rather than from a novelist. Huxley has 
never been a novelist in the ordinary sense: always a scholar- 
satirist. He can tell a story when he wishes to do so (it is usually a 
short stoiy); but he is a man who uses the fiction form as a vehicle; 
for his ideas, and not a man who writes novels because he must do sol 
or remain sterile. 

In the early days of his fame, when thfc “modns” were all scientific 
intellectuals, t^iis caused him to be what is calUd a fashi6nab]fi» 
writer; but Huxley never commanded the suffrage^ of Blooms- 
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bury, because his ideas were not quite those of Bloomsbury, and 
because, to the disgust of the exclusives, he became a popular 
and*vcry widely read publicist. His intereits are multifarious. He 
is the only man I ever heard of (my informant was his brother, 
Julian, so I assume the story to be well-founded) who, on setting 
out to go round the world, caused a special packing-case to be 
made for his “Encyclopaedia Britannica’’. He is likewise the only 
man who, with the “Encyclopaedia Britannica” ever to hand, takes 
an even greater interest in the world of flesh and blood. Though 
a bookworm, he is a human being: the combination is a rare one. 

First of all in “Limbo’^ but more markedly in his first, or 
Peacockian novel, “Crome Yellow”, he gave evidence of those 
remarkable high spirits which have made him laugh wholeheartedly 
at the prigs, smugs, and snobs of the aesthetic world. The novel 
seemed to be full of portraits, all full of jovial irony; and«I think 
it must have been the portraits which first roused a doubt of Huxley 
in the minds of really first-rate people. He dared to laugh at first- 
rate people: 


“ ^What are you reading?’ She looked at the book. ‘Rather second- 
rate, isn’t it?’ The tone in which Mary pronounced the word ‘second- 
rate’ implied an almost infinite denigration. She was accustomed in 
London to associate only with first-rate people who liked first-rate 
things, and she knew that there were very, very few first-rate things in 
the world, and that these were mostly French.” 


That was War, you know. Because if one laughs at first-rate pec^l^ 
and at the same time shows that one may not retaliatirely be called 
illiterate, one is at once an enemy. However, Huxley^^did not care. 
He went on laughing at first-rate people and succeeded in making 
them what they never sought to make themselves—amusi^jg. 
Laughter at every affectation, indeed, for a long time was his lighter 
strain: he still laughs at the ridiculous. 

But in that same book “Crome Yellow” (a very slight b©ok by 
comparison with some that he has written since, though a delight¬ 
fully amusing one), Huxley announced what has been the major 
problem of all his work: 

rOne entered the world, Penis pysued, having ready-made ideas 
about evejything. One had a philosojSiy ana tried to make life fit into 
it. One should have lived first and then made one’s philosophy to fit 
life.... Life, facts, things were horribly complicated; ideas, even the 
mqst difficult of them, deceptively simple. In thef world of ideas 
everything w8s clear; in l^e all was obscure, embroiled. Was ia sur¬ 
prising tl^ one was miserable, horribly unhappy? 
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You see there the reverse of the academic adherence to **princi- 
ples”, i.e., rules made by dons and rigidly applied in advance of 
practical knowledge. Huxley, although almost boastfully an*'in¬ 
tellectual, is not an academic intellectual. He is ready, able, and even 
eager to learn by experience. For this reason his books have pro¬ 
vided a most interesting library of modern ideas. I take it that he 
arrived in town from the University, as Denis did, full of system; 
and foimd, as Denis and many others have done, that the system 
which looks so secure in cloistered calm does not quite deal with 
the urgent immensities that follow. That is, a tutor’s room has 
its simplicity; but there are more things in heaven and earth than 
are dreamt of—or at least are demonstrable—^in any system of 
philosophy. Huxley, coming to London, and going among other, 
older men, found his ideas not completely satisfying. When, a 
little later, he became a hard-working practical journalist, and 
began to discover how men and women behaved, and how work 
was done, although he remained, as he was bound to remain, a 
very cultured man in the academic sense, he learned a thousand 
and one things which had not been in the University curriculum. 

There were some things he could not learn, but could only 
glimpse. He was born in the middle, not quite perfectly leisured 
class, and not, as Lawrence was, in the class of what Gissing used 
to calV“the ignobly poor”; it has been almost impossible for him 
to get out of the class in which he was born. He could see the 
ridiculousnesses and affectations of the aesthetic sets, and the ugly 
little round of their squirrel-cage life; but he could not help feeling 
;that fastidious recoil from lower classes which is a part of the 
middle-class ^breeding. Very few people of that breeding can make 
the journey into another type of mind; and Huxley has still much 
to* learn of the world. In the same way, the ignobly poor, to which 
Lawrence had in childhood belonged, are never at ease in newer 
svftroundings, and never do justice to those of different breeding 
from their own. You can see the contrast by reading the scornful 
but n^t quite vivid descriptions of flannel-trousered intellectuals 
in “Lady Chatterley’s Lover” and comparing the account of squalors 
and fashions, given at first hand, which Huxley supplies in “Point 
Counter Point”. But Lawrence and Huxley could be, and were, 
friends towards the end of Lawrence’s life; and there is no doubt in 
my mincj that in spite of his “Encyclopaedia Britannica” Huxley 
was better able than any other man of his generation to take a 
comprehensive view of society. He had book-learning and some 
practical acquaintance with men’s actions; if only he could per¬ 
fectly have synthesized the two kinds of knowledge he would have 
achkved the highest of which he was capable. • • —i 

He has not achieved the, synthesis; for some tiqje before the 
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outbreak of the Second World War he seemed to despair altogether 
of human nature, adopted that peculiar* form of "escapism’’ 
whieh makes men long for remote islands and monastic com¬ 
munities, and became an expositor of mysticism. It may be in¬ 
ferred {a) that he has lost touch with reality or (b) that he has 
reached a higher altitude of spiritual knowledge than most men 
can bear. 

When he first began to write, and I was his constant reader, 

I was delighted and amused by his wit and the fun which he inno¬ 
cently (and yet naughtily) levelled at the vulnerable prigs of the 
arts. I then felt that in his sincere search for truth by way of further 
and further disillusion, still confining himself to the aesthetic and 
.intellectual few, he had come to the end of his power to range more 
widely or to believe in anything at all. He seemed without hope, 
and therefore without philosophy, without anything but horror at 
the futility of all things; and obviously drying up. Even the brilliance 
of "Point Counter Point” did not reassure me, for that book only 
did with more mature elaborateness what he had done before. It 
might have been written, as Lawrence said it was written, by a 
‘^precocious adolescent”. An adolescent peculiarly aware of his 
own adolescence, it is true; and therefore an adolescent for whom 
there was still high hope. 

" ‘The essence of the new way of looking is multiplicity,’ says 
Philip, in ‘Point Counter Point.’ ‘Multiplicity of eyes and multi¬ 
plicity of aspects seen. For instance, one person interprets events in 
terms of bishops; another in terms of the price of flannel camisoles; 
another, like that young lady from Gulmerg,. . . thinks^of it in tefms 
of good times. And then there’s the biologist, the •chemist, the 
physicist, the historian. Each sees, professionally, a different layer of 
reality. What I want to do is to look with all those eyes at once. With 
religious eyes, scientific eyes, economic eyes, homme mqyen sensml 
eyes .. .1” 


“But the heart, the heart . . . The heart was Burlap’s speciality. 
‘You’ll never write a good book,’ he had said oracularly, ‘unless you 
write from the heart.’ It was true; Philip knew it. . . . It was so easy 
for him to be almost anybody, theoretically and with his intelligence. 
He had such a power of assimilation, that he was often in Sanger of 
being unable to distinguish the assimilator from the assimilated, of 
noL knowing among the multiplicity of his roles who was the actor. 
. . I He had been a cynic aqd also a mystic, a humanitarian and also a 
contemptuous misanthrope; he had tried to live the life of detached 
an(Pstoical reaion and another time he had aspired to the unreason¬ 
ableness of ^tural and uncivilized existence.’j 
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You must not takcthat as a self-portrait; but the first quotation 
represents'Huxley’s otvn ideal; and the admissions in the second 
quotation show how searching and critical Huxley’s mind is con¬ 
cerning his own work and the workings of his own mind. He 
is a modern in a good sense; the sense indicated in the remark 
attributed to Socrates that ‘‘an unexamined life is not worth living”. 
The difficulty is that with so much examination one hardly expects 
to find that flow of the imagination from which the best novels 
have come. 

But Huxley realized, I think, that he had reached a dead end; 
that the intelligentsia had amused for the last time, and that they 
were in such a state that to deal with them longer would be a 
cruelty and a boredom. He went right away from his pictures of 
Chelsea bedrooms and drawing-rooms, and leapt into the future 
of the scientists, frhe emotion which had been gathering in him as 
he realized with nis imagination what such a world would mean to 
real men and women gave him new poweAln “Brave New World” 
he wrote a book which, whatever may’iDe its ultimate place in 
literature, was once again a step in advance of the general conscious¬ 
ness of Huxley’s time. It was the work of a poet. 

The book was that of a man who had the courage and imagina¬ 
tion to envisage the Utopia of scientists in the full horror of being. 
All those accepted visions of a hygienic and sterilized future, from 
which emotion, poetry, and beauty are eliminated, were synthesized 
in “Brave New World”. Everything was mechanical. Everything 
planned, bottled, dehumanized, and frightful. And Huxley, of all 
living writers, was the only man who could have illustrated with 
such address the consequences of the scientists’ dream. The result 
is a picture'from which one recoils with loathing, even as the 
author, in painting it, must have done. 

The defect of this book, as of all Huxley’s writing, is that it was 
iKgative. He first lived in the small world of the aesthetes, and 
found it damnable. Every shoddy pretence in it, every silly and 
ugly piece of sophisticated futility, aroused his dislike and contempt. 
From 'ridicule he passed to deliberate exposure. From the views of 
life which that world stood for he dissented with energy. But he 
could offer instead of those views only his own disgust of the 
people who accepted them. If he went to the Cinema, he saw films 
which caused him loathing; the people crowded into the Cinema 
were redcingly cloddish and foul, mind and body; their conceptions 
were stupid, and their self-deceptions beastly. If he read books, 
they were wretched and full of base ideas. If he travelled, he found 
—always with a sort of jovial gusto—that the new human beings 
he met were 'morons and cretins similar to those he hade left at 
hoihe. If he looked into politics, he found them corrupt; in^fo 
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(morals, he found them libidinous and sanctirAonious; into spiritual¬ 
ism, ht found it nothing but telepathy; into the animal kingdom, he 
fouiid it sniffing and raising its legs and blindly procreating without a 
thought for the psyche. And it was the same with the scientific 
Utopia; for that, too, was the imagining of men in whom spirit 
bums feebly and the rationalizing impulse thrusts with busybody 
strength. 

The interesting point about Huxley is that with all his encyclo¬ 
paedic knowledge, his scepticism, his far-ranging thought and 
imagination, he seems at last to be uttering only die mystic’s cry 
for the old simple earth, the old simplicities of relation, mother¬ 
hood, mother-tended babies, and the unsullied countryside. It is 
as if, having scornfully ridden far beyond the army of Chestertons 
and Bellocs, he had mysteriously caught up again with them and 
joined the staff of these two stout generals. The picture which the 
mind conjures up of Huxley between his two seniors is as amusingly 
fantastic as anything in the work of the three. It is quite incredible. 
Nevertheless, something has gone wrong, it seems to me, with the 
Huxleyan campaign. 

That is an exaggeration. Huxley is not a Chestertonian or a 
Bellocian. He is not really for the natural man who had that won¬ 
derful imaginary heyday in Merrie England. He stands for intellect 
in a world of scientists and hedonists. He believes as strongly^s any 
Bloomsbury esthete that Demos is a devil which threatens culture. 
Whatever happened, he would always be on the side of the fastidious. 
But you see what difficulties arise when, being an intellectual, one 
courageously ceases to be a pedant, fit is impossible for Huxley or 
anybody else with generosity of mind and humour to be"soleIy an 
intellectual; it is equally impossible for a man pledge^ in his being 
to a reverence for culture to be a democra^One can* imagine him 
crying: w 

( “The time is out of joint: O cursed spite, 

' That ever I was born to set it right.’j 

That he was born, not to set right the dreadful time in which we 
live, but by a process of successive loathings to reach some positive 
philosophy, I believe. He would shrink from promulgating a 
positive philosophy, perhaps; for all his reachings out tQ,truth are 
tentative, lacking in self-confidence, ^in the modem manner, and 
in his original work have been largely expressed in the questionings 
of hi:^sceptical heroes; but he has the integrity to attain and to hold a 
view of life which shall Be satisfying to more thag himself. | 
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ii. Noel Coward 


/•‘The 


‘‘The fact that this is an age of scientific enlightenment does not yet appear to have 
penetrated into the minds of those placed by fate and birth and circumstances on 
pedestals of authority, from which it is their mity to decide what is, and what is not, 
conducive to corruption of the public moral8.”\ 

Noel Cowardy in a Preface, 


H aving been born in 1899, Noel Coward probably heard the 
songs of the Boer War period as he lay in his cradle. “Dolly 
Grey”, “The Soldiers of the Queen”, “Bluebell”, those haunting 
tunes of which he made such tear-drawing use in “Cavalcade,” 
must have nourished the young heart as infant food fattened the 
young body. He was hardly out of the cradle when he appeared 
upon the stage (that was in 1910); and had hardly appeared upon 
the stage before he became a dramatic author. I seem to remember 
walking up St. Martin’s Lane when I was not so very old myself, 
and observing that Winifred Emery, a celebrated actress of those 
days, was appearing at the New Theatre in a play by a marvellous 
boy named Noel Coward. But perhaps I am wrong. Certainly 
there was a play called “The Young Idea”, and certainly something 
in the nature of a play called “Woman and Whisky” in which our 
author was concerned was produced in 1919, when Coward had 
not attained his twentieth birthday. He was precocious enough, 
full of the theatre from boyhood. 

He wrote and he acted. Later, when he entered into association 
with C. B. Cochran, he wrote the text of a revue, wrote the lyrics 
fordt, and w,rote the music too. I am not sure that he did not pro¬ 
duce. He coujd have produced. He is a very good producer. He is a 
very finished actor. His music is endlessly played by innumerable 
popular orchestras. His plays have been booed (Coward facing 
the boos with every appearance of dignity) and extolled. He has 
been billed, in the Cinemas of England, as the greatest living 
dramatist. He has been inaccurately reported as marooned upon a 
.desert island; plays of his have been banned by the Censor in 
England; he has written prefaces (and they have been printed) 
in italics. He knows all the smart people, and he neither drinks 
nor stays up late. He is liked wherever he goes; and might at any 
time, if it; has not happened already, be mobbed by those outrageous 
harpies who molest actors ai^d actresses at stage doors in London. 
His plays are denied wit by the dramatic critics, and yet in their way 
they are wittier than most other smart plays excepting th^se by 
Frederick Loqsdale. 

would appear that exception has been taiien to some •£ 
Coward’s work on the ground that*' it directly e^icourages im- 
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morality. That is very strange. His plays’are among the most 
moral’plays ever written. Unfortunately all Sorts of very odd people 
insiSt upon going to the theatre; and while, if these same people 
read a book, they may complain to the library about it, and have it 
put under the counter for those who ask for it, or even bring about 
a wide demand for that same book at the bookshops, if they go to 
the theatre (or if they stay away from the theatre) and make com¬ 
plaints about the morality of a play, they can rarely do it anything but 
harm. One can read a banned book on the sly; but one may jib at the 
idea of being seen at an immoral play! Unless one is an intellectual 
rebel; but then the support of intellecraal rebels makes little differ¬ 
ence to the box officAfrhe theatre is a target for all those moral 
busybodies who like roVdenounce the stream of filth poured forth 
by the ’novelists and playwrights of the eartly However, not all 
Coward’s plays have been banned, even when^ey showed young 
ladies drunk or young men hysterical; and it may be that he exagger¬ 
ates the sufferings he has endured at the instance of Mrs. Grundy 
and her official cousins. He has been one of the most successful 
playwrights of modern times, and he has had much applause. 

Why should he be banned? The answer is, according to Coward, 
that the Middle Classes impose^the weight of their “massed illiteracy” 
upon the theatre. He says: "ft do resent very deeply, on my own 
behalf and on the behalf of mose young writers who are sincerely 
attempting to mirror contemporary life honestly and truthfully . . . 
that this weight of bourgeois ignorance and false sentimentality 
should not only be allowed to force those in authority to crush 
down rising talent for the sole reason that its outlook doesn’t quite 
conform with the moral traditions of twenty-five years ^go, but that 
it should be encouraged in every possible way by the ^ess.”l 
^One can tell from this protest that Coward, though ar writer 
su^osedly frivolous, has a serious purposentTirHis object to mirror 
contemporary life. Not all contemporary life, but sections of it. Aftd 
the part he has mirrored most amusingly is a part given to promiscuity, 
drunkenness, drugging, and domestic fisticuffs. There canjbe no 
question that there is such a part; the part which lives always upon, 
the verge of emotional crises, which either earns money by painting 
or writing or does not earn money at all and has a great deal of time 
upon its hands.Uf it is competent for a dramatist to bore us for three 
acts with the mlt of two young men who miss a boat cy a bank 
cashier who goes on the loose with hi^ bank’s cash, then it is quite 
legitimate for Coward to tell us with great verve about some of the 
equally boring people who have affairs and quarrel, who get tipsy, 
who leave their wearisome spouses for lovers, or wip divorce eadi 
other %nd re-matry, only to feel the old sentiment when they jicet 
by chance at ^ hotel. * , 
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The only trouble is that these plays about neurotics do not quite 
satisfy us that neuroticism is a completely valuable theme; or that 
(assuming it to be a valuable theme) Coward has seen it more than 
superficially. The plays are written with a delightful sense of the 
theatre, and are adorned with chit-chat which is insulting, irreverent, 
cheeky, and full of surprise. They are less good when Coward is 
serious; for then he gropes a little in the profundities, and long 
theatrical experience serves him ill. Therefore, until he found a 
perfect medium for his talent in later shows of lower middle-class 
life or dramatic anecdotes of scrupulous lovers, his lighter plays, or 
the lighter moments in his less frivolous plays, were the best things 
he wrote. I must mention here, also, two brilliant short stories 
published in a collection called “To Step Aside.” There is no mis¬ 
taking the success of such plays as “Private Lives” and “Blithe 
Spirit,” where Coward’s spirits are at their highest throughout and 
his sense of stage tableau irresistible. Some of the other plays, the 
ones which may not be produced in London (I do not know why 
they may not be produced, and Coward’s complaint is legitimate 
enough), are less amusing. He is quick rather than wise; when the 
characters are shallow, and he knows they are shallow, he is master 
of them, and has lovely fun; when he over-estimates their significance 
the audience misses the fun. 

That is the problem with Coward. If he may laugh, he has such 
a light touch that we must laugh, too. Whenever the people talk 
nonsense—the significant use of the word “yours” in “Private 
Lives,” by which we are made at once to know that although they 
^re now married to others the protagonists still feel intimately pro¬ 
prietary towfirds each other; the young man in “Home Chat” who 
arrives at a ijioment of crisis, finds he has not said “How d’ye do” 
until it is too late to do so; and so on—the author’s glee shoots 
high. But when he expounds Life and Freedom our hearts sink. 
“Design for Living,” for instance, has an interesting theme, but 
is in fact about people who are not made interesting. Coward wishes 
to estf^lish the theory that if people are Bohemian they ought to be 
.Bohemian, and do as they like, without being blamed for their 
Bohemianism. He causes one young woman to have two lovers and 
then a husband, from whom the lovers at last jointly remove the 
young woman for what apparently will be a perpetual interchange¬ 
able sprq?. That play is not particularly bad in moral, and parts of it 
are very well written; but a^a piece of mirroring it is restricted. I 
doubt if Coward, though he pictures one kind of life with great 
honesty, is justified in believing it to be of social or atismetic 
importance. 

.. |Iis quality lies in his fiin. He has great sense 'of the stage, and 
can picture to admiration the comic and emotional efiqftts of pyjamas. 
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fights, the mischievous ghosts of dead wives, hotel balconies by night 
with bands playing his own music. He has a sense of dramatic sur¬ 
prise, which he shows in “Cavalcade” as well as in his character 
pieces. These three excellences have made him a much-admircd and 
I think a loved dramatist. His wit, though not of the most subtle 
and distinguished kind, is fresh and amusing; his characters “toss 
the ball lightly to one another,” and rarely drop it. Having tossed the 
ball, they have done all that in the theatre can be expected of them; 
and for my part I wish them to go on tossing with the same lightness 
all the evening. 


iv. Richard Aldington 

“The great English middle-class mass, that dreadful squat pillar of the nation, will 
only tolerate art and literature that arc fifty years out of date, eviscerated, detcsticulatcd, 
bowdlerized, humbuggered, slip-slopped, subject to their Anglicized Jehovah . . . So, 
look out, my friend. Hasten to adopt the slimy mask of British humbug and British 
fear of life, or expect to be smashed.*' 

R. Aldington: Death of a Hero. 

L ong, long ago, before the War, Richard Aldington was an 
Imagist poet. He said that “the poetry of the nineteenth century 
—from Shelley right down through Tennyson and Swinburne and 
Arnold and all the rest to Francis Thompson—is turgid an<> bore- 
some and sloppy and wordy to an almost incredible extent. ... In 
the poetry of those days there was very little of the clear precise 
writing with which the young poets of today are in love; there was 
nothing hard or marble-like about it.” That was said in 1914. 

He was also, in those days, a somewhat iconoslastic critic, 
writing as one may see thinly disguised in “Death ofA Hero” for, 
among other papers, The Nent Age. It must have been a veiy 
difficult time for him, because he had no popular wares; only none 
too accommodating literary criticism, and poems for which he had 
difficulty in finding a publisher. He lived at Hampstead or in the 
country, and translated from the Greek of Meleager and Aayte of 
Tegea. As late as 1916 he was busy with the work of introducing, 
lesser-known Greek and Latin writers to those unfamiliar with the 
dead languages. The series of small booklets or leaflets called “The 
Poets^ Translations” owed much to his enthusiasm, and it was 
admirable pioneer work. Unfortunately for us, its publication 
ceased during riie First World War. .^Idington, instead, published 
his Collected Verse, and he took to writing long novels in the 
post-lgirst World War mainier. 

It is as a novelist that he appears in this chapter, for although he 
^iDw has other literary fish to fry he was an inter-War pessimist.if 
ever there wa# one. ^e trieS to laugh off his pessimism; but (like 
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that of Jack Point) “his laughter had an echo that is grim,” ^d he 
made a hollow job of it. The world and that frightful British middle 
class which was likewise Noel Coward’s bugbear, were too much for 
him. He was indignant with bothlBeing by temperament serious, he 
covered his seriousness with a cnBt of merriment. In print the crust 
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I ex{nain this fact to myself by thinking that Aldington was not 
really a humorist at all, but one who unfortunately, when he was 
holding forth with grandevu:, heard the sound of his own voice, 
and so could not continue with his address. He “laughed it off,” as 
they sayl His indignation over the bourgeoisie had the same right- 
eousnessSis bourgeois indignation over backsliding, and a similar 
irrelevanceJfeaving embraced, for some reason unknown to me, a 
contrary viiw of life from that of the ultra-respectable, he saw all 
who were not happy in their environment as victims of mass cruelty, 
individually defensible upon moral groundsjThis, I need hardly 
point out, is the attitude of sentimentality. "You brute! Leave the 
poor child alone! What if the dog did bite you? A great strong 
creature like you, to attack somebody or something smaller-” 

Accordingly nobody can be surprised if I say I think Aldington, 
as a novelist, was a sentimentalist. I think Coward, as a serious 
dramatist, was a sentimentalist. They had this much in common, 
that they were driven by their sympathy for the misfits into a general 
arraignment of all who were wise or lucky enough to make successes 
of their lives upon normal linesHt was a simple v^ew of life. Far too 
simple, and too emotional, to bb a profound one^ldington could 
not see a spinster as anything but one thwartSa by a damnable 
sodiety of prydes, or a Victorian married woman as anything but the 
victim of h^ husband’s lust; Coward could not see a tempera¬ 
mental harlot as a harlot, but—^how the familiar euphemism rises to 
the lips!—as an “unfortunate,” and must defend her as one who, 
whatever the world might say, was as God made her. His sympathy 
was always for a pretty woman or an “unconventional” egoist. 
It was^e prudish view inside out, and not a new morality. 

Both Coward and Aldington hit back at the blind force of the 
bourgeoisie, which they personified, the one as Mrs. Grundy, the 
other as Dora. Both had kind hearts; Aldington, clearly, a very 
affectionate nature. Neither envisaged a world beyond the little 
world h^ knew; neither made any attempt to comprehend the 


bourgeois point of view, wj[uch is the view of organized society 
defending its organization, before condemning it. No, no; resect¬ 
ability was wrong; as Dr. Stockmann said in “An ^emy pf the 
People”: “The; compact Liberal Majority is always wrong.” That is 
not 9- new idea; it is as old, you see, as Ibsen. Even older; as old m 
the hills. , ' . • 
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N9W it does not, or should not, affect the critic that this rather 

than another moral attitude is adopted by any author. But a feeling 
that*indignation is too easy and too obvious <to be quite intellectually 
sincere must arise in him. Aldous Huxley was as little satisfied as 
Aldington or Coward with the inter-War world; but he began with 
the mental capacity to distinguish good from pseudo-good and 
unco’ guid; and when he satirized he was not morally indignant 
over smugness, but aesthetically revolted by whatever is ugly and 
useless in the life of mankind. It was his taste that was offended; not 
his facile moral judgment. Both Coward and Aldington reacted 
emotionally to the problem of conduct. They unconsciously dis¬ 
torted an echo of the bourgeoisie. Where the respectables said, with 
Mr. Grqwser of To)rtown, “Disgraceful! It ought not to be allowed!” 
and, self-righteously, “Thank God I at least am above such vice or 
such weakness or such stupidity!” they retorted, with equahfeeling: 
“Why shouldn’t she? Poor thing! It’s natural to her to misbehave; 
or it’s unnatural that she should be made to behave as you think she 
ought to!” Coward, although indignant, said this with perfect dis¬ 
creetness, and decorated the obvious with buoyant laughter; 
Aldington, more serious, more ^modn,” naively used words for 
which his publishers substituted "asterisks. In that respect Coward 
was more adult than Aldington. 

Coward, when in the mood, is capable of pure fun whichr forces 
delighted laughter from a reader of his plays, as well as from an 
audience in the theatre; Aldington, keeping up persistent laughter of 
his own, cannot think of anything funny to say, even about T.*S. 
Eliot. He raps out a few oaths and extravagances; he is ribald at the 
expense of aesthetes and gossips and sophisticates; *but his ‘per¬ 
formance is that of a boy who remembers what bewilderment these 
people have caused him, and not that of one who laughs with de¬ 
tachment at the pretentiausness and ill-nature he scorns. The 
gospel of Lawrence, thatj^ne should not be tolerant of the 1 n- 
tolerable^but should Crusrt the Infamy, has played havoc with the 
native g&tleness of a mind never too speedy or light-witipd. He 
does not mean to be rude; but is nervously exaggerative and hisi. 
hand sometimes drops as heavily as a brick. The dazzle of satire, 
or irony (I can never distinguish between them in modern writing) 
has been too much for him, and he struggles to translate what has 
been bewildered pain into a frolicsome comment from the J:ieights of 
worldly wisdom. Thackeray did the s|ime thing with more success¬ 
ful archness. Aldington’s satire, unsweetened and unsalted by strong 
humgur, remains too often as rudimentary as the back answers of an 
adolescent. • 

• ^X^enhe is willing to be serious, as he is in the scenes of “IJeath 
of a Hero” ui^ch picture war experience, this author fully demon- 
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stratcs his quality, whi(?h is considerable. As these scenes show, and 
as his poems and such passages in other novels as slip past his earnest 
jocularity show, he hat great capacity for emotion. Though' the 
style is often slap-dash, as if he wrote headlong, he has a power to 
picture events and surroundings as if he felt them. If he is not subtle 
he is honest and impatient of humbug (so that he fears it in himself). 
He bustles the bourgeois, and does not sneer at them. Having 
naturally great sensitiveness and (I infer, for I do not know him) 
great shyness, he does not therefore sit coldly in a corner and devise 
witticisms at the expense of other comers, but blurts out what is in 
his mind, stumbles, laughs uproariously, and then, when he finds that 
nobody else has laughed, condemns them all roundly for being such 
fish-hearted and sanctimonious prigs. ^‘That dreadful squat pillar,” 
he says. ‘‘Look out, my friend. Hasten to adopt the slimy mask of 
British humbug and British fear of life, or expect to be smashed I” 
A little grandiloquent? Perhaps. Let us forget it. 


V. Percy Wyndham Lewis 

“ ‘I am a pessimist, Hobson. But I’m a new sort of pessimist. I think I am the sort 
that wilLpleasel I am the Panurgic-pessimist, drunken with the laughing gas of the 
abyss.’ 

Percy Wyndbam Ijewis; Tarr. 

B efore I deal with Wyndham Lewis, the author of “Tarr” and 
other works of fiction, I must detach him from all possible con¬ 
fusion with ius namesake, D. B. Wyndham-Lewis, the humorist 
and Ottholicijicgrapher. They are not the same person. D. B. makes 
mkny jokes about popular novelists and lives in the great world from 
which humorists draw their inspiration; Percy is constantly at war 
with the smaller fry of the aesthetic world and writes, he says, from 
the standpoint of genius. He is also an original and very striking 
draughtsman; but his drawings have no place in the present book, 
much as they would adorn it, and must now pass from our notice. 
It is with the written word that we are concerned. 

Wyndham Lewis began writing character sketches long before 
the First World War, brief and vivid ironic studies: those are his 
forte. If one could pick them out from among the verbiage of his 
longer books and bring then? together in series they wovdd reveal 
better than anything else could do the strength and Uveliness of his 
talent. Just before the War began he was .at work upon an ambitious 
novel of whicholl sorts of people heard and of which several people 
had glimpses; but the War arrived, Lewis was ill,*and it was July 
1918 before “Tarr” was pubUshed by a firm (calling^self after the 
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name of a short-lived periodical) known as The Egoist, Ltd. The 
same firm first published in England Joyce’s‘‘‘Portrait of the Artist 
as a* Young Man.” “Tarr” had its great admirers, mostly among 
young artists and writers from Chelsea and the CafiS Royal, who were 
personally acquainted with the author; but outside these it made little 
stir, and the larger public never heard of it. frhe larger public 
never hears of anything until it has a united push behind it,Wnd 
Lewis has always missed the united push, for a reason which Khali 
give in a moment. 

“Tarr” remained an only visible child for some time. Then, on 
the wings of the newer modernism, Lewis shook a little shower of 
works upon the public, from “Time and Western Man” to the first 
part of “The Childermass”, at last publishing “The Apes of God” 
under His own supervision, and a number of smaller pamphlets^ 
polemics, and diatribes attacking individuals, abuses, political 
theories, and venality. All these works were written with the utmost 
freedom and ebullience of style, and were either greatly and prop¬ 
erly admired as invective or shunned as tiresome vehemence or 
set aside as incomprehensible nonsense. They were mostly in the 
nature of denunciations, in the expression of which the author 
excels; and while, following Joyce, he frequently abstains from the 
use of punctuation he has never been designedly gnomic, and as a 
rule becomes incomprehensible only when one misses th^ point 
through ignorance of the people he is lambasting. 

The people themselves, no doubt, understand only too well who is 
portrayed and what is intended. Some of them, in obscure sheets t>r 
in counterblasts, hit back. Most of them ignore what has been said 
of them. That is their best offensive weapon; for if^wis is •un¬ 
answered he has to pass on to another subject, which is distinctly 
hard on one who means no harm but who must fight or sink into 
gloomy inaction. I think he has a genuine grievance against those 
best able to appreciate his great gifts, in the fact that too often, 
perhaps offended, perhaps ungenerous, they have for personal 
reasons cold-shouldered Wm and his writings. 

They have not liked him. He has not been of the right coTour or 
the right tone. The standpoint of genius is apt to make a man* 
egotistical and aggressive, and Lewis is egotistical and aggressive. 
He is afraid that if he were otherwise he would be overlooked. Yet 
Lewis, like every other author, needs praise, lashings of praise. He 
hungers and thirsts for it. Because he sees all sorts of other men 
scratching each other’s backs and rolling each other’s logs, he 
shou^ in holy horror at the spectacle. However, he is so much con¬ 
cerned with himself that if never occurs to him to hand the same 
^oss*flattery toiany friend; and so he remains a lonely figure in the 
little Caf6 Rcyal, Chelsea,'and Qu^rtier Latin nests of pseudo- 
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artists. Having in himself the coterie temperament, he can never 
cordially snuggle up to anybody else, and so is forced to do his own 
scratching. If one took,away from Lewis the consciousness of being 
a genius, he would be a forlorn figure, and a very pathetic one. 

I have not the heart to attack any man’s belief in his own genius. 
If so modest and at the same time so comparatively prosperous a 
writer as myself has his anguishes and humiliations, such as no man 
who has never written a book can understand, one who has con¬ 
stantly to be his own blazoner, who faces the coldness of those he 
would tickle to fury or enthusiasm, and who is still outside the 
(financially essential) sympathy of the library public, needs some sup¬ 
port from within if he is to endure life at all. Besides, I am not sure 
that Lewis is quite wrong about himself. If egotism and ebullience, 
a multitudinous vocabulary and a capacity for the grotesque which 
(among moderns) only Joyce surpasses, are enough to make a man a 
genius, he is one. He certainly has extraordinary talent. He has a 
furiously energetic brain, full of fire and odd knowledges and scraps 
of profundity which bob among the general gas; sometimes he can 
quite brilliantly execute a scene in a book or tear the inside out of a 
man in polemic. But he must all the time, so tiresomely, melo- 
dramatizc everything, enlarge it to the proportions of sensational 
intrigue or monstrous perversion, proclaim a betrayal or a disaster, 
and (V^nounce all who are not of his party. Since that party consists 
of Lewis alone, he is never done with mares’ nests and dirty linen. 

Furthermore, he is much too much concerned in his fiction— 
elg. “Tarr” and “The Apes of God”—with the silly little tribe of 
unimportant artists and writers, the unpublished, the barely publish¬ 
able, the Imlf-known, the eccentric, the homosexual, and the 
dilettantish. He may bowl them over like ninepins, a fearful slaughter; 
but he has to pretend, as another famous fighter did, that they are 
more dangerous as opponents than in fact they are: 

4 

“ ‘Look there,’ said this knight, ‘friend Sancho Panza, where 
thii^y or more monstrous giants present themselves, all of whom I 
mean to engage in battle and slay, and with whose spoils we shall 
begin to make our fortunes; for this is righteous warfare, and it is 
God’s good service to sweep so evil a breed from off the face of the 
earth.’ 

“ ‘What giants?’ said Sancho Panza. 

“ ‘Those thou seest there,’ answered his master, ^with the long 
arms, and some have them* well-nigh two leagues long.’ 

‘Look, your worship,’ said Sancho; ‘what we see there are not 
giants but windmills, and what seem fo be their arms are the sails 
that turned by the wind make the millstone go.’ ^ 

. * “ ‘It is easy to see,’ replied Don Quixote, ‘that thou art not used fo 
this business of adventures; those are giants ;^and if^hou art afraid. 
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away with thee out of this and betake thyself to prayer Vhile I en¬ 
gage them in fierce and unequal combat/ ” 

• 

The windmills with which Lewis is so furiously engaged for a 
good part of his time are unimportant windmills. He is mistaken in 
thinking that he is attacking essentials. He could attack essentials if 
he chose, but what with the small life he has led among pettifogging 
artistic sets and in his own company, and what with his apparent 
admiration for Joyce as an artist; what with his sense of genius and 
genius denied and that nervous excitability which causes him to 
reach for a pen as soon as he sees or hears of something he does not 
like, he is forever producing work which irritates without angering, 
and which amuses without producing the admiration which is its 
due. He has a manner of glorious flamboyance; sometimes rhetorical, 
sometimes pretentious, sometimes magnificent. He has a gift^or up¬ 
roarious farce and another gift for superbly savage irony. With such 
gifts you would imagine him sure of the applause of all who know 
how rare are any gifts at all in the realm of modern literature. 

It is not the case. He has admirers; but unless they say the right 
word every time, he imagines them to have joined the other wind¬ 
mills. One must praise him very hard indeed to have a chance of his 
endorsement. And the truth, which must be told, however dis¬ 
agreeable it may be to all of us, is that Lewis's matter is oftea com¬ 
monplace. I do not here refer alone to the little aesthetes of whom 
he makes such hay, but to the social and political ideas which he sets 
forth with so much eloquence. Some of this matter has been dead fbr 
some time; much of it is without foundation; most of it, stripped of 
the enchanting heat and fun of the author's vituperatign, is seen to 
be nothing but Caf6 Royal chit-chat and back-chat,.«unworthy of 
such gorgeous apparel, frhe standpoint of genius as an excuse for 
irresponsible polemic is^ very well in its wa^ I think Lewis has 
literary genius. But what he writes about seems to me to be v^y 
nearly worthless. 


VI 

S o much for the inter-War pessimists. With the exception of 
Aldous Huxley, they all found life rather too difficult ^or them, 
and as that was a common illness jhey impressed some of the 
similarly sick as fearless critics of whatever, being established, must 
be wtpng. Their importance in such a survey as this lies in the fact 
that ^^ey did in some measure speak for their be^^ldered and in¬ 
dignant fellows,*and were very much of their age. None of thgm, I 
think, had consijjered plan for the, ultimate improvement of the 



THE GEORGIAN LITERARY SCENE 


world; eacii was content to remark with warmth upon the incon¬ 
veniences which have come under his own notice. 

feut while it may be^true—^it probably is true—that the majority 
of ^ople are very stupid, these writers, arraigning stupidity without 
pity for the stupid, did but invert the conventionality they detested. 
To wish to be safely like everybody else is one convention; to wish 
to be markedly different from everybody else is an alternative con¬ 
vention. In either case the aim is self-justificatory.j 



Chapter Seventeen , 
SOME LATER NOVELISTS 


DAVID GARNETT, P. G. WODEHOUSE, 

J. B. PRIESTLEY, A. P. HERBERT 

■Me will be the most popular artist who gives that view with which the world in 
gcTOral syi^athize. A merely professional reputation is not very extensive, nor will it 
last long.”^ 

j W, Conversations with Northcote, 


i 

• 

A s I approach the end of my long task, which was undertaken 
so lightly, and which is now somewhat of a nightmare, I am 
filled with consternation. I do not wish to go back upon what 
I said in my original preface and beg forgiveness from readers: 
Pardon me, as Mrs. Cluppins said, I would scorn the haction. But I 
do deeply feel the fact that I must have omitted from my panorama 
the figures of many excellent men and women writers now living. 
To have included all would have been impossible; and I have i^hosen 
to speak of those whom I regard as most typical. Nor has it seemed 
to me to be good policy to run hastily through a list of omissions, 
handing a fcw words of comment to each, although I might haVe 
done this.iThe truth is that there are always large numbers of 
talented writers who shine among their contemporarj^s,)and if all 
those who adorned the quarter-century which I ha/e ^called the 
Georgian Age had been included (as they deserve) my book would 
have been endless. Moreover, many younger writers, active in 193 5, 
had then still to reach their maturity. They will figure in later Ad 
better books written by others than myself. I purposely confined my 
record to men and women whose reputations were well estsi^ilished 
at the time I wrote. 

Now I have never wished to suggest that interesting writers are 
only those whose work appealed to small and select audiences. I 
do not take the view that a popular book is necessarily bad; on the 
contrary, if a book is a failure it is because it has somft intrinsic 
defect—generally deficiency of intere|t. Those who disagree with 
ipie in this will feel for me some of the slight distaste I feel for them, 
^e sjjiall both survive the ^distaste^which I regard as decidedly a 
point^nflhiy favour. And, having said so much, I thipk fit, as Olivet 
Gromwell used«to say, to ^eak for a chapter upon one noyelist 
who has not^uite come within the, scope of any of my earlier 
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ciiaptefs ai-’.d three novelists who have been quite uncompromisingly 
popular. If I can suggest a reason for their popularity, or for the 
•popularity of any one gf them, I shall do so. But first let me speak of 
a writer whose originality has been both emphasized and cloaked 
by his use (I have no doubt a quite natural use) of a style which seems 
to be compounded from equal parts of Defoe and Jonathan Swift, 
and whose ingenious maiden effort in fiction was hailed bj^one critic 
as being ^as aesthetically important as a carved coconut!’ I mean 
David Garnett. ^ 


ii. David Garnett 

D avid Garnett comes of a distinguished literary family. His 
grrat-grandfather, Richard Garnett, became Assistant-Keeper 
of Printed Books in the British Museum and helped to found the 
Philological Society. His grandfather, Richard Garnett the second, 
was the author of scholarly, ironic, and fantastic tales collected into 
one volume as ‘‘The Twilight of the Gods,” and besides being an 
able literary historian also became Keeper of Printed Books in the 
British Museum. His father and mother were Edward and Con¬ 
stance Garnett, to whom I have already paid tribute. And David 
Gamptt himself, who as a boy was a devoted student of nature, and 
whose first work was a manual on the management of a kitchen 
garden, has been bookseller and publisher as well as author of 
‘^Lady into Fox” and its successors. 

There are some who see in David Garnett’s work no more than 
a stylistic exercise; but I do not agree. He uses, it is true, an elab¬ 
orately simple style which at times echoes “Robinson Crusoe” or 
“Gulliver’s Travels,” and which suggests that he is deeply in¬ 
fluenced by a reading of eighteenth-century authors. If there were 
nothing in the books but their manner of writing, as some say, these 
books would be less than important. But the demureness of such a 
book as “Lady into Fox” (wWch is much superior to its successor, 
“A Mfan in the Zoo,” despite the fact that “A Man in the Zoo” has 
moments of great excellence) is proper to the theme, which is noth¬ 
ing less than the sudden transformation of a young and loving wife 
into a real female fox, her life thenceforward with her husband, her 
desertion of the husband for a vulpine mate, and the final tragedy 
in whidi both husband and lady are killed by hoiyids. I said “de¬ 
mureness,” and that implieS a criticism, for it is quite true that 
Garnett did not really believe that a lady had been changed into a fox 
and that she had gone on as he related, ’and he was telling story 
with a false gravity which amused himself and hk' friends l 4 ss be¬ 
cause they believed what he wrote thaii because they fought it very 
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ingenious of him to write in that way. On thte other ha/d, while’l 
personally do not believe that the lady changed into a fo’x (though 
man^ ladies are said after marriage to be perfect vixens, which somo 
people imagined was Garnett’s meaning), I am astonished and 
delighted by the art with which Garnett tells the extremely beautiful 
story of what happens after the mishap. There is in my mind no 
doubt that ‘‘Lady into Fox” was virtuosity, the result of a twist of 
queer humourless humour; but it is exquisitely told, and has its 
far deeper virtues of imagination and feeling. 

Since that book was written and published Garnett has extended 
his range; but he has never yet been ambitious enough, or mentally 
supple enough, to shake himself free of the shackles of style. All his 
books, so quietly and slowly told, are cramped, or they end before 
they have developed their full growth, or they make a demand upon 
credence by being odd to no apparent purpose. They are Ijke en¬ 
gravings upon very small surfaces (I do not mean the Lord’s Prayer 
upon a threepenny piece, but rather tl^t they are intaglio). They do 
not quite achieve artistic importance, ^ne nmst be something of a 
virtuoso oneself to relish their performanc^ The effect is one of 
costiveness rather than one of restrained power; as if he found it 
difficult to obtain a theme, and then difficult to give more than half- 
paralysed development to that theme. This is true even of such a 
book, striking though it is, and very peculiar and interesting ^was it 
inspired by T. F. Powys?), as “The Sailor’s Return.” 

And yet what a hand Garnett has for a picture of wild life or the 
countryside, where in a few words he can give the reader a true 
experience. With how much taste does he refrain from every 
brutality in “Lady into Fox,” while he indicates the progress of,the 
lady’s first transformation through her interest in the cfove, and her 
new rough habit of eating, to the moment when she allows her mate 
to be seen. How lovely is the monotone of this passage from “The 
Sailor’s Return” describing the journey of Targett and his Tutp 
into the Dorset village of Maiden Newbarrow: 


“They started early in the morning and had gone some miles when** 
the sun rose. Their way lay along bye-roads which led through rolling 
country towards the sea. The sun shone, the grass sparkled with dew, 
in the hedges there were bushes of faintly blushing dogrosc in full 
blossom. Tulip, perched high above the chestnut carthc«:se in the 
shafts, began singing. Presently she fell silent and the seaman began a 
loud and rolling chanty. There was no one on the road that morning 
to heaythem singing, or tg watch them pass by. 

^^^Idfinches flew out of the hedges, yellow-hanjmcrs sped from 
bush to bush 4 n front of them. A cuckoo late in changing his^tune 
mocked asjie flew from^tree to tr^e. They passed through two 
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villages ^ind stopped in each of them long enough fot the carter to get 
a can of beer and drink it. 

*‘At midday they entered a green valley which led through the 
downs to the sea. The road was enclosed by stone walls and bordered 
by occasional ash trees. A mile further on the walls fell away and at 
the ends of the fields gates barred their progress. 

“Both Tulip and the sailor were silent as they drew round a corner 
into view of a small village. 

“There was an open green with high and mighty sycamores, 
and underneath them scattered groups of thatched cottages, with 
white walls. 

“Geese, grazing by the roadside, lifted their heads and walked 
away at their approach. A little boy who had been playing knuckle¬ 
bones stood up and stared while they passed. 

“They turned the corner and saw ‘The Sailor’s Return’ before 
them . . 

How extraordinarily fine, too, is the description of the situation of 
those stranded aviators in “The Grasshoppers Ojme.” How intently 
we turn the pages, devout and eager—and find that the book has 
stopped! Testimony enough to Garnett’s power to interest; testi¬ 
mony to the ingenuity of his invention. But is not our disappoint¬ 
ment a confession that we miss a significance which, though ex¬ 
pected, though promised, though dangled before us, is not there? 


iii. P. G. Wodchouse 

% 

‘For some^tde tune I have been endeayouring to instinct you in the ptinciplet of 
pure English. My efforts seem to have been wasted.” 

"The policeman blushed. 

“ ‘I beg your pardon, Mr. Beamish. One keeps slipping into it. It’s the effect of 
miring with the Boys—with my colleagues—at the station-house. They are very lax 
in the& speech.’ ” 

P. G. Wodebeust; Tin Small Batbthr. 

I T is many years since P. G. Wodehouse began to instruct the world 
in the principles of what is not so much pure English as the 
language of pure nonsense. He and the world were both lads, “he 
and setf having been at private school, Eton and Oxford together,” 
as Bertie Wooster would say. Not perhaps quite Eton and Oxford, 
but at least private school, and in Wodehouse’s case Dulwich 
College. And at the very beginning of time, when boys were boys 
and boys would be boys, there was published under the. editorship 
of one R. S. \^arren Elell a monthly magazine for such which 
w^ called Tile Captoia. It was a good magazins, and the^ w.gs 
notning piOus in it about prayers and sUch disagreeal^les, but stories 
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and articles fit to be read^by the self-respecting of tende^years. I ^o 
not know when there first appeared in this magazine something very 
unu^l indeed; but I do know that aboiy: the beginning of the 
twentieth century somebody called Psmith fled like a meteor through 
the pages of Tbe Captain, 

Psmith? you say; how is that spelt? I must refer you to P. G. 
Wodehouse. For Psmith was one of his earliest attempts at world 
instruction in pure English; and it must be said at once that the 
readers of The Captain were so entranced by their lessons that they 
went without the common necessaries of life in order to satisfy this 
greater need. They saved their pennies, and denied themselves 
extra food (such as I see the present degenerate race of schoolboys 
munching from paper bags) in order to buy this wonder-filled 
magazinfc and learn more of a language new and irresistible to them. 

As Wodehouse was born in i88i, and as he took England jn hand 
with a first book, “The Pothunters,” published in 190:?;, it is fair to 
assume that he was slightly precocious; but you would never 
suppose from the fair, bland, highly innocent appearance which 
he presented in the nineteen-thirties that he had been born longer 
ago than 1904, or that there was behind that ingenuous fagade a 
unique capacity for verbal gymnastic. As Bertie Wooster would say, 
again illuminatingly: 

# 

“I don't know that you would call me an irascible man. I rather 
think not. Ask them about me at the Drones, and they will probably 
tell you that Bertram Wooster, wind and weather permitting, is a^ a 
general rule suavity itself.” 

^ m 

Wodehouse (Pelham Grenville), suavity itself, was ^t the age of 
fifty-odd less like a humorous author than any man I have ever met. 
He was not funereal, and he was not laboriously funny. He did not 
tell comic anecdotes until the dawn rose or look as if his poor heart 
never rejoiced. On the contrary, he was quiet, orderly, and benign. 
He was like a young English sportsman, a good friend and a sym¬ 
pathetic listener. You could have told him your troubles. You could 
have pictured him streaking for the comer flag with an oval ball' 
under his arm, or making what an erudite young woman once 
described to me as “a crisp cut to leg.” You could have imagined 
him driving an automobile or pushing a garden-roller, and doing 
all these dungs with good temper. But you would never have 
imagined him educating the world, asf he did, in a new lingo. Not 
only that part of the world which was England and America, but 
that ptjpyhich was Europe? and Asia; although what the Asiatics, 
rg}dit:^lus worli^ as they must have done, in Qiinese, can gather of 
that magnificent vocabulary of new words I do not know. He was’a 
% T * * 2A 
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world benefactor (without, as Bertrand kussell would say, ‘‘any 
feeling of superiority such as is sometimes associated with the word”) 
until the Second World,War put him in something of a quandary and 
raised difficulties for us all. 

The activity of Wodehouse has been indescribable, and has pro¬ 
vided him with a constant inspiration for his comic works. For he 
entered the theatre young as a librettist and did other odd jobs about 
the stage, as any reader of “Jill the Reckless” will perfectly under¬ 
stand. He has written about a hundred books of one sort or another. 
He wrote, either with help or without any help, plays which so 
impressed one actor that he announced the taking of a theatre for 
the sole purpose of producing Wodehouse plays. And he has been 
a cause of happiness—of laughing happiness—to uncountable 
readersy)f all classes. 

His^dmirers are sometimes poor people and sometimes rich 
people ;^e)t are people with brains and people without brains and 
people with just a few brains^I remember having my meals in a 
French hotel spoiled by the smggering of a lonely man who read a 
book at lunch and dinner and went without most of his food because 
he forgot it in the delights of “Bill the Conqueror.” At the height of 
his own fame Arnold Bennett abruptly and candidly said to me: “I 
. . . saw The Strand Magazine\ the cover. . . . There was a tablet: 

‘Shorjc Stories by Arnold Benn-, Eden Phillpotts, de Vere 

Stacpoole—a lot of them. But, across the top, a red streamer: ‘NEW 
STORY BY P. G. WODEHOUSE*... I thought. . . ‘This has to 
be looked into.* I read it. He had every right to it. I laffed like any¬ 
thing. It was terrific!” Thinking then for a moment, he pursed up 
his lips, and added: “Hc*s awfully able. Far . . . abler than any of 
these highbrows.” Nor was Arnold Bennett alone in his view. Lord 
Oxford, leaving Paisley after the election defeat which ended his 
Parliamentary life, and suffering bitterly from the knowledge of all 
that was involved, sat in the train for London, was momentarily a 
cause for great anxiety on the part of his daughter, and then pro¬ 
duced from his bag the latest Wodehouse and lived again. 

The long books of Wodehouse are less satisfactory than his short 
stories, where the effects are instant and unquestionable. In the long 
stories the reader may find attention wandering; reason (and not 
cheerfulness) may keep breaking in; actions may appear to have 
some fortuitousness; that significant form to which Clive Bell 
attached such importance may vanish under scrutiny and the whole 
book turn out to be a series of episodes. But significance of any kind 
is not Wodehouse*s object, any more than the portrayal of a shadow 
of the real world is his object. The v^orld in which hi^^^iracters 
move and exchange speech is a world of his spont<Mieous crekioi^ a 
fantastic world resembling the scene an irrational dream. It is a 
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gravely consistent world) like that of a drunken man; al^ the people 
who live in it are ready to play the game so* concisely lAvented by 
Wocfehouse. They will black their faces or^run amok or scramble 
upon all fours, will change their minds or their whiskers, will fly 
from their sweethearts or take charge of wild-living dipsomaniacs 
without serious qualm. But they will not change their terse manner 
of conversation (sometimes, as in Jeeves’s case, it is orotimd), 
their use of the exclusive Wodehouse vocabulary, the Wodehouse 
idiom, the Wodehouse lunatic lightness of wit and mood. And as 
they perform all their antics with the same charming viceless 
simplicity which is a feature of the Wodehouse world, they never 
soil nonsense with vulgarity. For this reason, if for a time we tire 
of them, and set down the book in which their adventures are un¬ 
rolled ill the candid Wodehouse fashion, we always resume their 
acquaintance with the same delight in the familiar breezy greeting. 
They advance upon us, removing the lid with as much courtly grace 
as they can muster and crying: “Hullo-ullo-ullo”; and we, similarly 
responding: ‘‘Hullo-ullo-ullo” (though we should use that greeting 
with no other creatures ever invented), gfab the old hand warmly 
and park ourselves for a happy hour. Who among us, that are not 
curmudgeons, could resist such pleasantness and pleasantry as this 
author offers.^ 


iv. J. B. Priestley 

• 

“ ‘I nivver knew there were so many folk wandering about. Once you’ve fairly set 
off, you come on ’em all over t’placc.’ ” • ' • 

J. B. Vries thy: The Gogei Companions. 

• 

B ack in the ’thirties a young woman was arrested in one of the 
great Australian cities, and spent the night in gaol. In the 
morning the magistrate, fining her ten shillings, remarked that she 
had committed no crime to warrant her arrest, but that she had 
brought punishment upon herself by “her unfortunate Yorkshire 
manner.” 

This was a most extraordinary remark, but one which I have 
often remembered since I read it in the newspapers; for it is quite 
true that Yorkshire people are among the unsolved problems of the 
British Isles. Fo^ one thing, they live a life of their own; Aeir huge 
county is large enough to hold and eihploy all but those of a defi¬ 
nitely exploratory inclination; and their local patriotism, accordingly, 
is ven^aj^ng. They have, is indeed have all the northerners, large 
nt^uScraring cities and therefore large urban populations, closely 
packed, much preoccupied b^ the claims of local industry, and with 
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manners dilTering from the manners of all Southrons. When they 
come south to London* and the southern coasts for holidays," or to 
live, they move among southerners as strangers; and in their*’fear 
of being thought simple and overawed they give the impression of 
being aggressive, conceited, and-provincial. But they are naturally 
much less self-satisfied than they seem, for while they are often 
conceited that is because they have been tigers up north, and 
because in a strange city, amid strange people who ignore 
them, all the impulse to justify their existence rises up into hard 
boastfulness. 

Now you will have guessed that I had some object in speaking 
about Yorkshire in this place; and you were right. I was thinking 
of J. B. Priestley, whose best work in fiction has been the pre¬ 
sentment of Yorkshire types. There have been other Yorkshire 
novelists, as for example Halliwell Sutcliffe, Oliver Onions, and 
Storm Jameson; but of all these Priestley has made the biggest stir 
in the world, and has been most attacked. He has been attacked, in 
chief, because he was a Yorkshireman; only secondarily because in 
1929 he had the greatest single success that any novelist in England 
had had for many years. 

He was born in Bradford in the year 1894, and is the son of a 
schoolmaster. He was educated at Cambridge University. Before he 
began to write novels he was a reviewer and essayist; and when he 
first wrote a novel all the critics said that it was the novel of an 
essayist, just as when he first wrote a play all the critics said that it 
was the play of a novelist. But the critics, although they attacked 
this play of Priestley’s, gave one the impression (which perhaps 
they did not intend) that it was really an interesting piece of 
work; and as far as I am concerned the play, ‘‘Dangerous 
Corner,” aroused an interest in Priestley which I had not felt as 
the result of reading several of his essays and his novel “Angel 
Pavement.” 

The novel with which Priestley made his reputation was, as 
the world knows, “The Good Companions,” the long and in¬ 
genious narrative of the adventures of several people who, setting 
out from different parts of England, were brought together by 
accident and formed a concert party. That book, rapturously 
received by nearly all who read it, was in my opinion a gr^t blow 
struck on behalf of the normal and the large scale in fiction.nt was a 
work showing exceptional talent, boldness, and self-confidbnce. It 
succeeded because it was original, very varied, and very entertainincy 
It was full of natural homeliness, and readers felt that, they couST 
like the people in its pages, M^om th%y recognized as '^hg very 
similar in nature to themselves.&hose who did not care (oi thb b(]pk. 
cfid*hot wish to recognize thciroelves' in persons so commonplace J 
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but that was because in their daily lives they were aljjf|)retending 
not to be commonplace, / 

The opening of ‘‘The Good Companions,” which recalled the 
work of Arnold Bennett, although it was freer and more copious 
than Bennett, was full of invitatioii, especially to those who had any 
familiarity with scenes similar to those depicted. It was all true, and 
well and clearly visualked. The conversation was very natural; easy 
and amusing. In its way it was as good as any conversation of a 
realistic character that modern times have seen. Everything was 
recognizable. But Priestley did not make the mistake of writing, as 
he might have done, a merely realistic novel. He was in pursuit of 
something else—something which I regard as important,—the 
creation, of a large-scale roving tale such as we had not seen 
(apart from “The Pickwick Papers”) since the eighteenth century. 
He had his conception, and he had the confidence to aim at its 
fulfilment. 

I think there is no doubt that the first part of “The Good 
Companions,” besides being admirable in its own way, was an 
excellent beginning to any tale of length. I think that what followed 
was equally well handled; all true, copious, interesting; but that 
while Priestley tried to give variety by means of differences in scene 
and character and class he was unable to bring to each difference 
that subtle difference of method which would have mad# “The 
Good Companions” continuously interesting to those who have 
read a great deal of fiction with some exactitude. I do not think the 
positive interest flagged, or the quality of the work declined; but 
only that one could have too much of a good thing. 

When similar faults are found, as I believe they are found*, in 
“Angel Pavement” and its successors (I do not speak here of 
Priestley's later polemical novels), the limits of a technique seem to 
be indicated. In “Angel Pavement” there was again a gathering of 
characters, none of whom was profoundly seen, but all of whom were 
suggested excellently by means of some one or two traits and habits 
of speech and thought; and there was a more deliberately told story. 
But whether it is that there was less novelty in the plan of the book,.» 
or whether the copiousness which helped one to relish the opening 
of “The Good Companions” was a fault, a fault of improvisation, 
“Angel Pavement” was not, in my judgment, a satisfactory book. 
It was not greatly different in tone from the novels of P^tt Ridge, 
an excellent and very shrewd writer vjjbo, however, lacked just that 
distinction which would have made him important. 

Hflw^r, the adverse, press criticisms of Priestley's play, 
""Dang^sSfus Corner,” suggested that in this play he^bad done some¬ 
thing exceptional; and it is in fact the work of a first-class dramatist, 
the most varicaisly able in tfie modem British theatre. “Dangerous 
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Q>mer,” w^ch turns inside out half a dozen apparently happy and 
agreeable pev^ple, has such force that it completely dominates the 
mind. If upon after-consideration it becomes less striking, that^may 
be because one realizes how ^"arranged” the disclosures have been 
in their progress to climax, and because we have been harshly taken 
to the sight of ugly things which remain in the end merely 
ugly. 

“Dangerous Corner” is savagely devoted to the task of stripping 
a conventional party of its pleasant appearance. Something similar 
was begun by Barrie in “Shall We Join the Ladies?” and something 
subtler was done by the same author in “Dear Brutus.” But “Danger¬ 
ous Corner,” which has no finesse, is uncompromising, and has great 
power, which from the point of view taken throughout the present 
book (the work as indication of the author’s talent) is an important 
quality? 

The play opens with the conclusion of a drama on the Radio; 
four women listening to a pistol-shot which ends a wireless “tragedy.” 
The tragedy has been about a husband who has wanted to hear the 
truth, has found it unbearable, and has shot himself. The women 
discuss the desirability of knowing the truth, and one of them 
refers to the others as forming, two of them with their husbands, a 
cosy little group. She then, with seeming innocence, refers to a man, 
knowL to them all, who has shot himself about a year previously, 
and thus precipitates an extraordinary series of revelations as to the 
past doings and secret emotions of all those pleasant and apparently 
contented people. Martin, it seems, has been found dead; it has been 
assumed that as a cheque for five hundred pounds to which nobody 
had any right has been cashed he must have stolen it and for some 
inexplicable Veason lost his head and shot himself. But that is not at 
all what has happened. The original word of inquiry leads to talk, 
explanation begets disclosure, disclosure leads to challenge, con¬ 
fession after confession is forced; and what has seemed to be a 
simple, if remarkable, matter is shown to have been, and still to be, 
an imbroglio. Finally, when not a shred of ugliness remains decently 
covered, the play returns magically to its first moments, and the 
secrets are again hidden and the relationships between these pleasant 
people are as they were at our first encounter. fciThat we have seen is 
the truth; but the truth as known only to our^lves. ) 

This play was only the first of a long succession tff plays by the 
same author, some of which^ave failed but the best of which have 
been good enough, on the stage and in print, to provoke emotion, 
thought, and wide and vigorous discqssion. They havo^njpst all 
shown power, .great skill, humour, and, above all, dramati|^p^ose. 
Whi^e, therefore, I do not regard Priestley (in spite of the fact that 
he can produce scenes and descriptions worthy in their richness of 
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Dickens himself) as a traditional novelist of the highest crfder, I insist 
that he is the most interesting of all modern English dr/matists, and 
a crddit both to Yorkshire and our much abused country. 


V. Alan Patrick Herbert 

A . P. Herbert was born in 1890, was educated at Winchester 
and Oxford, and became not only a Member of Parliament but 
President of the Black Lion Skittles Club. He served in Gallipoli and 
in France during the First World War, was called to the Bar, is on 
the staff of 'Punchy has written comic opera, revue, much light verse, 
a novel about divorce, a thriller, a novel about a hero who was shot 
for cowardice, and ‘‘The Water Gipsies,” the tale of a young woman 
who lived on a river hulk and had as strange a series of adventures 
as any man might dream of. He sails a barge, assails the licensing 
laws, has done more than any other man to get the River Thames 
used once more as a thoroughfare, and is a thorn in the side of every 
proletarian humbug in England. Being a humorist, he is deadly 
serious. Sometimes he is so serious that his humour is lost and 
buried. He speaks a great deal in public, and makes his audiences 
laugh tumultuously. ^ 

Now one advantage of having certain definite ideas about life 
is that you know where you arc with yourself; and Herbert knows 
where he is. But one disadvantage is that you may be considerecf a 
crank. I once heard a man whom I revered say: VOb, Fm tired of 
Herbert.” But that was because Herbert had said again something 
that this delightful friend of mine had heard so oftey, with irrita¬ 
tion, that he felt he would sooner be dead than hear it again. Whether 
he would ever have been converted by Herbert I do not know; but 
he is now dead, and nothing further can be done for him. It is afso 
true that Herbert sometimes has the air of repeating himself. 

Furthermore, he might say, as a lady once said to my rpother: 
“I’m so miscellaneousy The lady did not mean what she said (I think 
she meant “impulsive,” or possibly “scatterbrained”); but if 
Herbert were to be asked what, as a writer and publicist, he called 
himself he could say what she said and mean it, and be accurate. I am 
not, indeed, sure how I ought to describe him, whether as a^eformer 
or a Conservative, a Humorist or a Bargee. He is all these things, a 
champion Skittles player, a believer in the working man’s beer, a 
defender ^f the Middle Class, and a satirist of all that Intellectuals 
consids^reproachable. I am told by an expert tha^his light verse 
isinot completely excellent in technique; and I am convinced tl:\^t he 
suffers from wjiat is fyt me die defect pf moral indignation. But his 
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novel “TheVSecrct Battle” is the best fictional account of the First 
World War Vi two Fronts that I have ever read, and “The Water 
Gipsies,” although it has defects of construction, is a delecfable 
panorama or peepshow of London life, combining all Herbert’s 
views of that life with his own delightful kind of nonsense. 

“The Water Gipsies” centres around a London girl of the not 
quite perfectly educated class, who reads a spicy Sunday newspaper, 
sits as a model, has the most disagreeable honeymoon in fiction, takes 
a journey upon a barge, and takes a plunge into London Society. 
She has a series of remarkable adventures, which include some¬ 
thing resembling a murder, before she settles down to what one 
supposes will be a permanent happiness. “The Water Gipsies,” 
in fact, is a fairy tale; written for fun with great seriousness. It is 
the epitome of Herbert’s talent. 

Hovr great that talent is, his miscellaneousness at times tends 
to hide. When a man is conducting ferocious attacks upon the 
administration of English Law in the form of mock Leading Cases, 
and writing the ridiculous letters of a gushing young lady of the 
Smart Set, piling up the horrors of the English Divorce Law so 
that they quite overpower the poor wretches who wish decently 
to break their matrimonial bonds, translating the text of an Offen¬ 
bach operetta which he has not been allowed to read, and speaking 
upon fU sorts of subjects, from drink to politics, he leads a really 
busy life. He may possibly fail always to reproduce his best form. 
Also, he may lose sight of his true gift in his zeal for propaganda. 

There is in his first novel, “The Secret Battle,” no hint of 
humour; merely .the wit arising from his keen eye for the contra¬ 
dictions of file moment. It is a serious and deliberate work in 
which the e%cts of warfare are illustrated. The narrator describes 
the war-life of an ardent boy in his own regiment—his self-dis¬ 
trust, his bravery in very difficult circumstances, his extraordinary 
co’urage in face of acute danger, his iUness and return from GallipoU 
to England, his resumption of military life in France, continued 
daring,,a wound, return to duty, loss of nerve, and disastrous end. 

. That is all. The book is written in an easy conversational style 
which does not conceal the author’s gift for narrative; and it 
presents a case. It pictures the scene in Gallipoli as no other novel 
has done, very simply and effectively: 

“In the Spring nights itewas very cold, and men*’shivered in their 
single blanket under the unimaginable stars; but very early the sun came 
up, and by five o’clock all the camp werp singing; and ther^ey three 
hours of frejdi coolness when it was very good to wash I^lT^nvas 
. byicket, and smoke in the sun before the torrid time came on; and 
again at seven, when the siyi sat perched on the gre^t rock of Same* 
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thrace, and Imbros was*set in a flce^ marvel of pink and stoon clouds, 
the*re were two hours of pure physical content; but thesftfT think, were 
more nearly perfect than the morning bepuse they succeeded the 
irritable fevers of the day. Then the crickets in the branches sang less 
tediously, and the flies melted away, and all over the Peninsula the 
wood fires began to twinkle in the dusk, as the men cooked over a few 
sticks the little delicacies which were preserved for this hour of 
respite. When we had done we sat under our olive tree in the clear 
twilight, and watched the last aeroplanes sail home to Rabbit Islands, 
and talked and argued till the glow-worms glimmering in the scrub, 
and up the hill the long roll of the Turks’ rapid fire, told us that ^rk- 
ness was at hand, and the chill dew sent us into our crannies to sleep.” 

No man who could so quietly create that picture could be 
anything but a good writer. No man who could so sensitively 
tell the story of the boy Harry could be anything but a good ijovelist. 
But Herbert has not been content to be a good novelist. Nor has 
he ever been content, as Wodehouse has, to make fun alone. Having 
as ready a power as James Stephens to make an aura of enchantment 
about a Cockney girl, he can show her surviving every vulgarity 
of surrounding and remaining a Cockney girl; but all through 
“The Water Gipsies,” with its happy descriptions of the Derby 
and barge life, he is watching for the chance to interpret in his own 
sense all that happens. He wants to change the hearts of men by 
defending Liberty and condemning both Libertines and Labour 
Leaders. He has so much wisdom in his nature—that sagacity 
which is superior to all the knowledge of facts admired by Bertrand 
Russell, that he excessively dislikes seeing his possession shared 
by so few. Confronted by complacent folly and pretentiousness, 
by the solemn egotism of other reformers and the Puritanism of 
those who want to manage the poor, he brings cold fury to his 
ridicule of their absurdity. Such a man cannot be only a novelist; 
and since he cannot be only a novelist I doubt whether he will 
ever write a first-class novel. A first-class entertainment, yes; he 
has done it. 


vi. Conclusion 

T hat brings to an end all I shall say about the novelists of 
normality. J have not concealed my opinion that such* novelists 
are as talented as those other writers Vho have greater intellectual 
impressiveness. That is because I believe that to be creative one 
tnust^g^ imagination, a ficulty which is starved 'vjhen the intellect 
(apd facially the scientific capacity) is over-cultivated. To all the 
four novelists^prcsentcd in Ithis chapter,fa human being is first of 
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all a human\]being, a creature of instincts, habits, and actions peculiar 
to himself jll^e is not simply a type, and not simply a pathological 
Case or a Crownness. These novelists, who are novelists because 
they are interested in simple phenomena and wish to tell stories 
about such phenomena, might be described as extraverts (as dis¬ 
tinguished from the introverts who preen themselves before our 
eyes); and since they present us with a world of objective reality, 
I think their claim to importance is high. To deny them merit is 
not, as some people imagine, to show great judgment; it is to 
show insensibility. Exclusiveness is the worst form of provincialism. 



Chapter Eighteen 
LATER VISIONS 


T. S. ELIOT AND THE NEW ACADEMICISM 

i 

"Saint-Bcuve, as he grew oldct, came to regard all experience as a single great book 
.. and it seemed all one to him whether you should read in Chapter XX, which is the 
differential calculus, or in Chapter XXXIX, which is hearing the band play in the 
gardens.” . 

R. L. Stevenson: An Apology for Idlers, 

I T will have become clear to readers of this book that my interest 
is in common phenomena rather than in aesthetic principles. 
To scholars this will seem a fault. I do not write for scholars. 
To me, as to Sainte-Beuve as reported by Stevenson, all experience 
is a single great book; and every form of knowledge, the domestic 
as well as the biological and astronomical and psycho-analytical, is 
capable of enriching the mind and imagination and increasing the 
interest of life. I represent the ordinary unlearned reader, ide has 
few friends among the modern^terati. % 

This is for the reason thatfliterary fashion constantly change^ 
When it was first the rule to cbndemn such writers as Zola (I do 
not mean upon the ground that we have quitp enough bf the 
ugly in real life, etc., but more reasonably) because their work 
was not pastoral in character, it was pointed out ^hat men had 
taken to living in cities, and that the novel and the play had both 
become urban. Where rural realism had its compensations of 
open-air liberty and beauty, urban realism was boimded by wHls 
and a smoky sky. In the same way, this simple realism lost its 
importance as the general life became more and more cgmplex. 
u ou could no longer suppose that men and women led an entirely 
ahimal life; but were forced to allow that they had thoughts and 
emotions which did not immediately reveal themselves^ Subtlety 
entered the realistic novel, which dealt with emotional suffering, 
and not only v^ith social conditions. But while the realistvc attitude 
satisfied some writers, others pressed^ on to still further develop¬ 
ments in the art of writing. They were struck by the discovery that 
the in^vidual life is affected by all sorts of apparently unconnected 
but s*ps»^aneous events (Jules Romains illustrated, this view in a 
tremendously lojig novel called in the English translation “Mgn pf 
Good Will”) yid by,the rhythm of Ufc. Some of them, no doubt 
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influenced ty the scientific and psychological ideas of the time, 
realized thaKthere is an incessant activity of jumbled thought in 
every indiviaual at every moment of the day. Endless emphasis 
upon this is the contribution of James Joyce to the novel. Others, 
such as Proust, foimd that one thought can be made to open a great 
pathway into memory, or that clever persons of low vitality enjoy, 
as Virginia WoolPs characters enjoy, a sort of twittering reverie 
which they suppose to be vivacious contact with life. With all these 
steps,(authors have believed that they were approaching nearer to 
the es^ntial, to the heart of manj 

I have not hidden my conviction—hope I have not been too 
sturdy, but one does what one can—that the later developments 
have over-subtilized the novel and taken it past reality into con¬ 
fusion. I mean that I think the objective novel capable of greater 
subtlety, and greater variety, than psychological explorers, in¬ 
fatuated with their own ingenuity, would allow. But even if these 
developments have done what I suggest, they have done it without 
doubt in obedience to the spirit of the hour. I happen not to approve: 
to me, these experiments, which arc not entirely outside the range 
of my intelligence, are calculated clevernesses which those less 
• clever than myself suppose to be works of genius. That may be 
mere jealousy on my part; if not personal jealousy, then jealousy 
for mjLOwn conception of the nature of originality, which to me 
has nothing whatever to do with purposeful novelty: 

^Originality is any conception of things, taken immediately from 
nature, and neither borrowed from nor common to others ... It is 
feeling the ground sufficiently firm under one's feet to be able to go 
alone. Truth is its essence; it is the strongest possible feeling of truth; 
. for it is a ’secret and instinctive yearning after, and approximation 
towards it, before it is acknowledged by others, and almost before the 
, mind itself knows what it ia l^radox and eccentricity, on the other 
hand, show a dearth of originality, as bombast and hyperbole show a 
dearth of imagination they are the desperate resources of affectation 
and«want of power.”l 

i 

Deliberate originality, that is, can only be a contradiction in terms, 
both for Hazlitt and myself. Whether, in these self-conscious days 
(I use the word “self-conscious” without implicit blame), any 
writer cai? &il to know what he is doing before he does it, I cannot 
say. We are too much cluttered with aesthetic theory for most men 
to be other than dilettanti; but genius finds its own ways, no doubt. 

These remarks, as I hope it has be^n clear, have th<^ relation 
to modernity. 7%e world is a very different place from 'v^K^t was 
in. tl\p nineteenth century; and, in spite of (^estenon’s claim, it4s 
not possible to put the clock back, hav^ s^eds, great 
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complexities, many new** knowledges or at Jiny rate theories con¬ 
cerning our bodies, our hiinds, the universe, light, aij/A’the future 
life.^e are—still in good sense—^much more self-conscious 
than our fathers werejpnevitable that the self-consciousness and 
the complexities shoulony together and provoke literary explosions I 
It could not have been expected that either would refraiiyAnd 
although I have chosen to speak of the novel, because tha^s the 
form of art which most interests me, parallels—not exact, but 
relative—could be found in painting and poetry; in all knowledge 
and all human activity. Some men hate the fact, and would resist 
it; others exult, not so much in a sense of new life, as in a sense 
that they are offending the old boys; others, like myself, half-echoing 
E. M. Forster on another occasion, say: “Yes—oh dear yes— 
nothing stands still. I wish it would.” 

Now it will not be forgotten that the Post-Impressionists, who 
were introduced into England at the beginning of the Georgian 
age, derived from those Whistlerian impressionists who claimed to 
deal in Pure Art. They went much farther away from representa¬ 
tional painting than the Impressionists; and in turn they were 
succeeded in France by painters who became more and more and 
more primitive, until the verjr nadir of human intelligence seemed 
to have been reached. These fcainters were reaching down below 
mind, down below the recognizable, down, down—they sjid—^to 
puritAWe thought, to the inane. And just as the symbolist poets 
—^als€r of France—had sought to find pure poetry, unalloyed by 
ideas or worldly concepts, these painters tried to suggest the 
simplicities of nature by the simplest of means. The paradox of 
such activity seems to me to lie in the fact that the effort after nullity 
is made deliberately; that it arises, not from impulse* but from a 
plan consciously formed by the intellect; while the aim is at some¬ 
thing outside intellect. 

In thus reaching for the unknown, it has followed that pozts 
and artists alike have discovered the incommunicable. Some of 
them, accordingly, have made a virtue of necessity, and have 
announced that they abjure communication. They are like the 
little boy in one of Talbot Baines Reed’s school stories who said * 
that in future he was going to mark his exercises “Private,” for the 
master had such a vulgar habit of looking to see what he was doing. 
This seems to me to be another para^x; for I see no reason to 
publish what cannot be understood, feowever, there are always 
critics who can elucidate the meaningless in the finest phrases; and 
these have not been wantingj 

- has happened'fs that old-fashioned oeople (I use the 

pj^raie without .approval or disapproval) have been inclined to 
snort. The gnomic offers snteh opportunity for the charlatan!’And 
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those of us Who stand four-square for Lift As It Is have a certain 
kinship wit^the stupid bird in Andersen^^s tale who, because she 
could not* understand something, said^'“That’s the fault of* the 
thought.” Feeling has run a little high. It has been retaliatively 
suggested that all who are not modern are what Aldous Huxley’s 
girl called “rather second-rate.” Just as if they were wearing last 
season’s clothes at a smart party. 

Some of this insistence that the modern writer, being not quite 
easily intelligible to others, is somehow of better class than they, is 
probably defiant. But not wholly so. Nor is the matter solely one 
of fashion, although fashion plays a strong part. There is certainly a 
world-wide dissatisfaction with everything that was admired by 
older generations—including democracy. Everywhere, younger 
men and women are agitating for dictatorial government (either by 
an indiyidual or by camarilla); everywhere they are conscious of a 
new and, they think, improved morality, a new and threatening fear 
of the future, a disbelief in stability of any kind. And, since the world 
is topsy-turvy, everything rushing at headlong speed to the un¬ 
known, many voices shouting, shouting in conflict, life really 
presents itself to the modern mind in the form of a kaleidoscopic 
teripr. 

^o older people, who have the mental and spiritual anchor of 
habit gnd order and quietness of mind (however sensitive they 
may be to the chaos about them), the bits and pieces of the newer 
art can give little satisfactioi^ To myself, many of them give no 
satisfaction at all. But I feel oecidedly doubtful about condemning 
. out of hand what is unintelligible to me. For this reason I will only 
say/^that modern 'poetry, which I have particularly in mind in this 
chapter, seems to me to be altogether too literary in everything 
except its languageftt is self-conscious in a bad sense, as well as in 
a not so bad sense^p is also arrogant in tone, and I am inclined to 
think pretentious m object. 

/Moreover, while aiming at the expression of what is called the 
modern mind, it expresses only the thoughts of an approved small 
^ circle of modern minds, so small, and so exclusive, that this circle 
' tends to crystallize itself into a new arbitrary mandarinatejBeing 
satisfied that the only knowledge worth having is within its grasp, 
this circle claims to care solely for the best in art and literature; it 
claims personally to represent the best artistic and literary effort of 
the time, high above the town and the mob, high ^bove sense and 
sympathy, enthroned in the f!rst-rate. I doubt if the claim is justified 
or justifiable. We can all see the slight ridiculousness, of E. M. 
Forster’s Cocl^ey clerk whose happiest hour arose frokji^ntact 
with a decent-mannered Cambridge undergraduate^ some ofus q^n 
sec the similar ridiculousness^ of Rosarilond Lehmany’s story of two 
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young creatures who dkzzled some frumps'with theii* wonderJul 
modefnity; but are not the severely elaborate scrutin^rs of genius 
who bring out their test-tubes and crucibles in order to discover 
that Swift was possessed of great power equally absurd? Are they 
not taking themselves, I mean,* altogether too seriously? Because 
anybody who had ever read a line of Swift would have reached the 
same conclusion by a less pretentious route, and said nothing 
about it. 

Ht is against this assumption that what the moderns are interested 
in—and the way in whi^ they are interested^is the only good 
that I should protest. Many things interest me wnich do not interest 
the most academic student^ of literature; many things interest them 
which do not interest me.Dur ways have been different; our minds 
are different. If the moderns make no concessions to the non¬ 
moderns (the contrary cannot possibly arise, for the great cqpplaint 
of the moderns is that the non-moderns have conceded everything 
for the sake of shekels), but persist in remaining exclusively obscure, 
they will remain a faction^nd since a newer modernity is usually a 
swing to reaction, I look to see a great revival in critical esteem for 
the^^prctentiously explicit. 

^ould that be a bad thing? If the world could settle down to 
peace and goodwill, most of us think it would be a happier place 
for all. But in order that it should settle down, understan^n^would 
have to be the order of tl^ day. Not exclusiveness, but at least a 
little cordial expansiveness J^olerance, in fact. It will be said firmly 
that in art there must be no Altering, So say the fire-eating militarhts 
in poliosj Do we think them the wisest otmen? My own view is 
that asfeic economic difficulties from whicl^e now suffer gradually 
disperse (as according to orthodox economists of di^inction they 
will do when the world inevitably resumes its normal swing), the 
pessimism of our day will give place to something more hopeful^ 

Before parting from the moderns, let us glance for a few momOTts 
at the one of them who has not yet been discussed in this book; 
whose poetry and criticism have alike had the strongest possible 
influence upon juniors, and whose influence, after a decline, is 
being acclaimed as he receives the highest State and academic* 
honours possible to a literary man. I mean, of course, T. S. Eliot, 
who is, he says, “classicist in literature, royalist in politics, and 
anglo-catholic in religion.” 
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ii. Thomas Stearns Eliot 

•- 9 

e 

'“niat critical discetmnent it not sufficient to make men poets is genetally allowed. 
Whjr it should keep them from becoming poets is not perhaps equal^ evident; but the 
fact is, that poe^ requires not an examining but a behevine frame of mind. Those feel 
it most, and write it bnt, who forget that it is a work of art/’ 

T. B. Matauhff: Buoy e«r Diyden. 

T S. Eliot was bom in St. Louis, Missouri, in 1888. He was 
• educated at Harvard, the Sorbonne, and Oxford University. 
When he first began to write I do not know. It is said by Alida 
Monro in the preface to her anthology, “Recent Poetry, 
that “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” was first published in 
the Catholic Anthology in 1914; I first saw it in 1917, as a small book 
which yas a sensation among those who watch for literary dawns. 
Then after the First World War Eliot contributed to Tie Athaaum 
when that paper was edited by Middleton Murry, and when Murry 
and EUot seem to have been involved in curious argument of which 
the merest echoes found their way into Murry’s Athenaum reviews 
of Eliot’s early books of poems and which are referred to in Eliot’s 
essays upon critical principles. It was in i92z that “The Waste 
Land,” which is not a single poem, but a collection of shorter 
poems^woven into a whole, was published; and from that time 
others besides the eager young Imew that a poet of powerful 
influence was abroad in the world. With “Prufrock,” “The Waste 
Land” had a greater effect upon the course of modem English 
poetry than any other poems have done. 

J[t is said that 'these poems are obscure. I think they are obscure. 
But long a^ poems by Robert Browning and George Meredith 
were also foimd absolutely unintelligible; so it is not a damning 
charge against Eliot as a poet that his poems are obscure. ^What 
is<of importance—far greater importance, I think, than the line-by¬ 
line gloss of those enthusiasts who exclaim at profundities—^is that 
in these poems there is ?t_lQvcly and sectet melancholy music to 
which *the car responds with rapture. I know of nothing quite like 
' this in English poetry; it has great beaubgj Some of the shorter 
poems by Eliot have their similar extraordmary attractiveness—^for 
example, “Gerontion.” Others have what for me is an adolescent 
touch; several are elongated epig rams: one, “Hysteria,” which is a 
prose piece, is no more than a clever cruelty—^“I concentrated my 
attention with careful subtldky to this end.” “Careful subtletyl” A 
terribly revealing phrase. A phrase into which the whole of an 
adverse criticispi of Eliot’s poetry might be condenseob^t t^e 
endiantment dr the poems under the three titlea.1 havegnren,is 
perfect. 
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One can understand (|uite well even now <vith what i shock of 
joyous’discovery young poets who were already expermenting for 
themselves with the object of escaping fron\ over-familiar rhythms* 
and verse forms seized upon *‘Prufrock” and "‘The Waste Land.” 
lAnd it should be said punctually that Eliot is as far as possible from 
the further eccentricities of many who derive from him. He must 
often enough have sighed over both his imitators and his expositor^. 
But two points arise from our reading of his poems. Such is the 
concentration of their form and the fewness of their numbers that in 
the midst of our admiration of a new and very striking talent we 
are called upon by some impulse to reflect upon the extremely 
meagre material given us for any estimate of the poet’s full powers. 
We know that he is much lauded, and that books have been written 
about hiin; but we wonder (in the absence of consultation) how the 
authors of the books ever managed to make a great man of Eliot. 
A hint, a suggestion, yes; but the perfect picture? Not wholly, 
perhaps, in the poems, save by act of faith. At any rate, the poems, 
so few, so small (I mean, most of them so essentially small, un¬ 
ambitious in theme, little versicules in which banalities such as 
“the damp souls of housemaids” occur as if they were jewels), are 
surprisingly, however compact, trivial. Ah, but I have missed, you 
say, the notes to “The Waste Land.” I have missed the profound 
significance of that poem, or that series of poems, so expressive of 
the mind and temper of the age. 

No; I have not missed those notes, and I know they must have 
been a subject of controversy. There are ten pages of them, and their 
object is to gather together, in comment upon line by line of “The 
Waste Land”, all the literary sources of the poem*s, from Jessie, L.^ 
Weston’s “From Ritual to Romance” to Dante, Oyid, and St.* 
Augustine. It is of their significance and therefore, perhaps, of the 
significance of “The Waste Land” that I am in doubt. Just as I 
have never understood why it was of such artistic importance in the 
case of “Ulysses” that Joyce had built his book on the framework 
of the “Odyssey”, so I do not understand why it is so important to 
“The Waste Land” as poetry that it should have been base 3 upon ^ 
not especially esoteric reading. It is of course interesting, or it would * 
be interesting if the notes seemed to add anything to the poem, to 
know why certain associations occurred to Eliot’s mind when he 
was creating a poem, or after he had created it, and as he came to 
read it with a cooler mind. It is true, also, that Coleridge and other 
poets have in a similar way annotated ftieir poems, showing sources 
and meanit^gs which might have been missed by readers unacquain¬ 
ted w^h4 variety of considerations peculiar to thg^ poet’s nature. 
Bi^t is there not, in these notes of Eliot’s, some ostentation? Would 
it not be open you,^or to ihe, both of us so widely read, likewise 
• • * % 2B 
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to annotate: our works with impressive references? We, too, could 
proudly sa^ of certain collocations that’ they are “not there by 
accident.” But we should only do this if we wished to impress. 

But Eliot, besides having great influence as the most remarkable 
innovating poet of his day, is also a critic; and his criticism has had 
as great an influence in forming the judgment of other, younger, 
men, as his poetry has had in arousing them to the possibilities of 
highly complex modern verse. That they have gone beyond his 
word, which is always interesting and deeply sincere, may be 
allowed. It is not the purpose of this book to deal with the writing 
of critics; and I must reluctantly pass over a very important aspect 
of Eliot’s work without detailed examination. Griticism of criticism, 
save in the most general terms, is impossible. Eliot is one who 
affirms the need of critical method, as opposed to the person who 
claims to be able to judge all things by an inner light; and he can be 
extremely sarcastic at the expense of those who believe in the inner 
lights of both artist and critic. He also has a strong belief in the 
craftsman-critic (“the critics who have practised, and practised well, 
the art of which they wrote”), providing always that such critic 
has what he calls a highly developed sense of fact. 

Setting aside a first doubt of the precision of that cautious 
“practised well” I should agree with him in this respect for the 
craftsman-critic, whose even wrong words often have interest if 
he has given his mind to the subject in hand. But when Eliot pins 
his faith to fact I think he rides off without providing us with a 
definition of the essential principle from which criticism must start. 
The nature of fact may be perfectly well understood by Eliot; and 
I tj jink I grasp what he means. But I greatly doubt whether what 
Eliot regarefe as a highly developed sense of fact is anything more 
than what I regard as imaginative candour. That is, he has a respect 
for his own integrity, and can perhaps appreciate the integrity of 
another critic, even though he may disagree with him; but he does 
not provide any common basis for judgment which shall be intel¬ 
ligible and acceptable to all parties. Having, as is the way of critics 
with a metaphysical bent (e.g. Gleridge), roused us to a belief that 
he is going to develop a great general theory of xsthetics, Eliot 
seems to tire, or to shrug his shoulders, and his wisdom remains 
fragmentary. He is better in his inquiries into specific talents; for 
here he mves chapter and verse, we can follow him and agree or 
disagree ^th the facts presented. 

However, what I wished' to say in this connection is that just as 
(Eliot’s reputation is partly based upon his criticism, so he is in his 
character quite half critic. HeJs jO rhuch a rrifir thatS^i^ pnftfyy 
is the poetry 6^ a critic. I mean, not that it is deficient inpoetiyj 
alth6ugh 1 think it deficient in ardoui, but that his critical sense is 
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too active to allow of his‘poetry being other than meagre in quantity 
and re'stricted in range of emotion. In this respect he is‘of his age. 
Admirers of the age will •say, properly; (ioubters ^ili question 
contemporaneity as a virtue. Eliot argues for it as a virtue. I'he age 
is not, for the sincere, an age of fluency. Is it, possibly, an age, for 
poets, of costiveness 

I use that word in relation to something more than quantity. I 
use it as an adverse comment upon what some modern poets claim 
as a peculiar excellence. We all justify ourselves. It may be true that 
Swinburne and Tennyson would have done well to blot a few 
thousand lines of their writing; but if it was true, as a number of 
dramatic authors said in evidence before the Dramatic Censorship 
Committee, that awareness of the Censorship prevented them from 
writing with a sense of proper and dignified freedom, I think it is 
quite as(j:rue that respect for his own judgment has prevented Eliot 
from giving his poetic inspiration its complete fulfilment. He has 
done much to discipline modern poetry, as well as to give it a new 
direction; and he has done much to lead younger poets to explore 
their own minds with what I hope is scrupulous exactitudgl although 
I fear otherwise. But between over-fluency such as we have seen in 
certain modern poets whom I will not name and the small— 
Aldington’s “hard or marble-like”—potatoes which come from 
poets of the too self-conscious school of to-day, there is a valuable 
mean which still requires a prophet! Eliot, more than any other 
man, has been responsible for the justification of literary frigidity 
(he has been but a leader in the direction taken by all the most 
elaborately cultured poets and critics of the agej); and I wonder 
whether, the lively rhythm of his best poems apart, he has not done 
more harm than good by encouraging a tribe of ar^I sciolists to 
imagine themselves esprits superkurs\ * 
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